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Levirate marriage is probably one of the most incomprehensible biblical themes 
to nowadays' audience, who tends to consider it incestuous. In the Old Testament, 
Deuteronomy has enacted it as a law obliging a man to marry the childless widow of 
his deceased brother, and at the same time obliging a childless widow to be remarried 
inside her deceased husband's family. In the New Testament, the Sadducees and the 
Pharisees disagree with each other on the problem of a widow's remarriage. The 
Sadducees show that they are strict followers of the levirate law, but Paul the former 
Pharisee, in his Letter to the Romans, makes use of the illustration of a widow's 
freedom to marry another man to explain the significance of the release from the law. 
This shows that not all sects of Jews considered levirate marriage as an obligation for 
both the widow and the levir in the time of the New Testament. 
In this thesis, I will re-examine the theme of levirate marriage in the Bible by 
looking at the Old Testament narratives related to this theme, including Genesis 38, 
the Book of Ruth, and also two deutero-canonical writings, namely the Book of Tobit 
and the Book of Judith. From these four biblical narratives, I attempt to show that 
the practice of levirate marriage has undergone gradual transformations to ensure that 
a childless widow is taken care of in various ways. Hence, I attempt to explain why, 
by the New Testament era, levirate marriage was no longer an obligation, but a widow 
was allowed to choose her way of living. Ultimately, this thesis aims at proving that 
levirate marriage in the Bible is not be read as a restriction, but the spirit behind, 
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The Theme of Levirate Marriage in the Old and New Testaments 
The word "levirate" comes from the Latin word "levir," which means husband's 
brother. According to the Bible, a levir has the responsibility to marry the childless 
widow of his deceased brother, and this kind of marriage is called levirate marriage. 
Levirate marriage is perhaps one of the most perplexing biblical themes that is beyond 
the comprehension of nowadays' audience. Understandably, if this kind of marriage 
happens today, a great deal of people will consider it incestuous. Now it is almost 
taken for granted that a widow can choose either to remain a widow or to be remarried 
to any man she desires, instead of being assigned a husband, who is no one else but 
her deceased husband's brother. 
Among its few occurrences in the Bible, the theme of levirate marriage mainly 
appears in the Old Testament, but it is not without any trace in the New Testament. 
According to the Old Testament, levirate marriage is enacted as a law in Deuteronomy 
25:5-10 strictly requiring the levir to perform the duty of marrying his brother's 
childless widow. The widows Tamar and Ruth are perhaps seen as two examples 
representing the fulfillment of the levirate practice in the Old Testament. In the New 
Testament, the theme of levirate marriage is found in the Sadducees' challenge to 
Jesus, in which the Sadducees raise the question of resurrection through an example 
of a woman who clearly follows the levirate practice by marrying seven brothers. 
The close observance of the levirate law is obviously advocated by the Sadducees, but 
it is not necessarily advocated by their adversaries, the Pharisees. The teaching by 
Paul, a former Pharisee who is supposed to be as familiar with the Mosaic Law as the 
Sadducees, does not seem to make it a stem rule for a widow to be remarried by her 
husband's brother. In his illustration of marriage in the Letter to the Romans 7:1-6, 
Paul even suggests that a widow is free to choose a new husband for herself, though 
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he does not state whether this widow is childless or not. 
The difference between the Sadducees and the Pharisees on the point whether a 
widow is obliged to marry her husband's brother seems to suggest that it was no 
longer seen as an absolute obligation to closely follow the levirate law in the era of 
the New Testament. Undeniably, the Pauline teaching concerning widows sounds 
more natural to nowadays' audience. Therefore, this thesis aims at re-examining the 
levirate marriage in the Bible, to see whether it had been being practised consistently 
from the time of the Old Testament up till that of the New, and hence to understand 
what message it may be conveying to us today. 
The disagreement between the Sadducees and Paul the former Pharisee 
Let me commence by taking a closer look at the disagreement between the 
Sadducees and Paul the former Pharisee concerning the remarriage of a widow. As 
recorded in the Synoptic Gospels, the challenge that the Sadducees pose to Jesus 
Christ is like this: 
"Teacher, Moses said, 'If a man dies, having no children, his brother must 
marry the widow, and raise up children for his brother. ‘ Now there were 
seven brothers among us; the first married, and died, and having no children 
left his wife to his brother. So too the second and the third, down to the 
seventh. After them all, the woman died. In the resurrection, therefore, 
to which of the seven will she be? For they all had her."' (Matthew 
22:24-28)2 
The situation mentioned by the Sadducees here is clearly the fulfillment of the levirate 
practice according to the teaching of Moses, as six levirs marry the first brother's 
‘ A l l the quotations of the English version of the biblical verses in this thesis are based on RSV, unless 
otherwise stated. I have chosen RSV because it is in my opinion the closest English translation of the 
original text except KJV, and yet it is more reader-friendly than KJV. In addition, RSV contains the 
deutero-canonical books, which I will bring to discussion in Chapter 4. 
2 See also Mark 12:19-23; Luke 20:28-33. 
Fung 3 
widow one by one. It would be pointless for the Sadducees to challenge Jesus with 
something that is unrelated to the contemporary reality. Therefore, it is deducible 
from the Sadducees' use of this example that the levirate practice had indeed been 
being closely and strictly followed by them even up until the time of the New 
Testament. 
In fact, this challenge has already indicated a major difference between the 
Sadducees and the Pharisees. Though the two sects of Jews are frequently in 
association with each other in the Gospels, they are at the same time constantly 
looking out for each other's difference. In fact, they join hands only because of their 
common enemy - Jesus. However, when the Sadducees pose this challenge unto 
Jesus, they have made it clear that they do not believe in resurrection, which will later 
become one of the major reasons for the dissension between them and the Pharisees, 
as recorded in the Acts of the Apostles: 
For the Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, nor angel, nor spirit; but 
the Pharisees acknowledge them all. (Acts 23:8) 
Therefore, by giving the example of a woman having married to seven brothers, the 
Sadducees are questioning the nature of resurrection, because there is the problem 
concerning whose wife she will be in the resurrection. Eventually, Jesus silences 
them by pointing out their mistake: in the resurrection, marriage does not matter at all, 
but the resurrected are like angels in heaven (Matthew 22:30).^ 
Even though the Pharisees assist the Sadducees to follow up the challenge by 
asking Jesus another tricky question, the Pharisees actually disagrees with the 
Sadducees on at least two issues - resurrection and a widow's remarriage. How the 
Pharisees disagree with the Sadducees on the question of a widow's marriage can 
actually be detected from the Pauline teaching in his Letter to the Romans. Since 
3 See also Mark 12:25; Luke 20:35-36. 
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Paul is formerly a Pharisee, his teaching naturally reflects some of his Pharisaic 
background and his knowledge of the Mosaic Law, especially when he talks about the 
release from the law in Romans 7. To prove his point, Paul picks an example that 
concerns marriage, in which he suggests that there is no obligation for a widow to be 
married to her late husband's brother. 
Paul's discussion on the release from the law in Romans 7 begins like this: 
Do you not know, brethren - for I am speaking to those who know the law — 
that the law is binding on a person only during his life? (Romans 7:1) 
Here, Paul addresses his recipients as "brethren," which indicates an intimate 
relationship within a fellowship. This necessarily points towards a church setting, 
which emphasizes the establishment of mutual trust. Actually, at the time when the 
Letter to the Romans was written, the congregation already consisted of a majority of 
Gentile Christians and also a significant minority of Jewish Christians/ The 
superficial clue suggests that Paul is not making a clear distinction between the two 
groups of Christians by calling his audience "brethren," so that both groups can be 
"those who know the law," which more exactly means those who know what is meant 
by “law.’’5 Scholars and commentators actually have different opinions concerning 
whom the word "brethren" refers to in this verse particularly. Those who believe 
that Paul directs his address specifically to Jewish Christians are Lo Lung Kwong, 
John E. Toews and Paul Bamett,^ and those who consider Gentile Christians or 
converts to be the chief addressees include Peter Stuhlmacher and Brendan Byrne/ 
4 Udo Schnelle, The History and Theology of the New Testament Writings, trans. M. Eugene Boring 
(Minneapolis, Minnesota: Fortress, 1998), 113. 
5 C. H. Dodd, The Epistle of Paul to the Romans (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1932)，100. 
6 See Lo Lung Kwong, Paul s Purpose in Writing Romans: The Upholding of a Jewish and Gentile 
Christian Community in Rome (Hong Kong: Alliance Bible Seminary, 1998), 346; John E. Toews, 
Romans (Scottdale, Pennsylvania: Herald, 1989), 182; Paul Barnett, Romans (Ross-shire, Scotland: 
Christian Focus, 2003), 161. 
7 See Peter Stuhlmacher, Paul s Letter to the Romans: A Commentary, trans. Scott J. Hafemann 
(Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster/John Knox, 1994), 103; Brendan Byrne, Romans, Sacra Pagina 
Series 6 (Collegeville, Minnesota: Michael Glazier, 1996), 210. 
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while many more scholars and commentators tend to "play safe," suggesting that 
"brethren" refers to all Roman Christians, and these include R. C. H. Lenski, C. K. 
Barrett and Thomas R. Schreiner, just to name a few. 
How we understand "brethren" will actually affect the way we interpret the word 
"law" that is mentioned here. James D. G. Dunn insists that because Paul highlights 
the particular knowledge of the law and especially addresses the "brethren" as the 
law-knowers, the law that Paul talks about here cannot be referring to "a general 
principle of all law," which everybody is supposed to know, but the Mosaic Law.^ 
Dunn's argument is by all means a logical result of deduction. In his earlier 
argument in Romans 3, Paul has already said: 
For no human being will be justified in his [God's] sight by works of the 
law, since through the law comes knowledge of sin. (3:20) 
The connection between the law and God mentioned here suggests that it is the 
Mosaic Law that Paul is talking about, whereas the relationship between the sin and 
the law emphasized here is repeated in the beginning of Romans 7: 
While we were living in the flesh, our sinful passions, aroused by the law, 
were at work in our members to bear fruit for death. (7:5) 
What Paul means in Romans 7 can therefore be understood in light of Romans 3. In 
this way, by "law," Paul is particularly referring to the law related to God - the 
Mosaic Law. In contrast, other scholars, particularly those who believe that the word 
"brethren" is not referring to merely Jewish Christians, do not deny the possibility of 
understand "law" as "a general principle of all law." For Gentile Christians, this law 
can certainly mean the Roman law, instead of the Mosaic Law in particular. 
8 See R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul's Epistle to the Romans (Columbus, Ohio: 
Wartburg, 1945), 442; C. K. Barrett, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans (London: Adam & 
Charles Black, 1957)，135; Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker, 1998)， 
346-47. 
9 James D. G. Dunn, Romans 1-8, Word Biblical Commentary 38A (Dallas, Texas: Word, 1988)，359. 
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Regardless of whether the law that Paul talks about in Romans 7 is the Mosaic 
Law or the Roman law, Paul chooses to prove "that the law is binding on a person 
only during his life" (7:1) through an illustration of marriage, trying to draw a 
parallelism between the man-law relationship and the wife-husband relationship. 
The illustration that Paul applies goes like this: 
Thus a married woman is bound by law to her husband as long as he lives; 
but if her husband dies she is discharged from the law concerning the 
husband. Accordingly, she will be called an adulteress if she lives with 
another man while her husband is alive. But if her husband dies she is free 
from that law, and if she marries another man she is not an adulteress. 
(Romans 7:2-3) 
The main point in this illustration is that the law of marriage is only in effect to a 
married woman as long as her husband is alive, but it is not anymore after he dies. 
Then, Paul goes on to say what he actually wants to prove through this illustration: 
Likewise, my brethren, you have died to the law through the body of Christ, 
so that you may belong to another, to him who has been raised from the 
dead in order that we may bear fruit for God. (7:4) 
Paul's illustration of marriage aims at drawing parallelism between the wife and the 
addressees, between the law concerning the husband and the law itself, and also 
between the death of the husband and the death of the addressees. There may be 
certain discrepancies between the illustration and the point that Paul is making here, 
and this may give the readers a contradictory feeling. This mainly concerns the 
death: in the illustration, it is the husband who dies, but in Paul's argument, the ones 
who die are the addressees, "my brethren," who are equivalent to the wife in the 
illustration, and meanwhile, the "brethren" are associated with Jesus Christ, who dies 
on the cross. Nevertheless, the point that Paul is making is that legal obligations are 
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removed by death, and thus any obligation that believers may have had to the law is 
cancelled when they die with Christ. As a result, even with a seemingly inexact 
analogy with the law of marriage, Paul has successfully made his point about 
cancelling obligations.� 
In addition, the illustration implies that following the husband's death, the wife is 
removed from "the law concerning the husband" (7:2). In other words, she has no 
husband, and a "husband-type law" has no relevance for her either, and the logical 
consequence is that she "marries another man" (7:3)." This "another" is naturally 
Jesus Christ: he is the one who takes the place of the original husband - the law, to 
which "you have died" (7:4). Surprisingly, the picture being portrayed here is that 
"the law concerning the husband" is no good, and it is a good thing for the wife to be 
free from it, because the first husband is not as good as the second husband. To put 
it in another way, the new husband is better than the old husband. 
The ultimate argument that Paul wants to put forward is: 
But now we [the addresses as well as Paul himself] are discharged from the 
law, dead to what which held us captive, so that we serve not under the old 
written code but in the new life of the Spirit. (7:6) 
As the wife "is discharged from the law concerning the husband" (7:2)，Paul's 
addressees are also "discharged from the law." The emancipation of the widow from 
her husband is rendered parallel to the release of the addressees from the law. Death 
breaks the bond between a husband and a wife; likewise, a believer's death with 
Christ breaks the bond that formerly yoked him to the law, so that he now can freely 
enter into union with Christ.'^ This vividly paints the picture that the new husband 
John Ziesler, Paul's Letter to the Romans (London: SCM, 1989), 174. 
“ L e o n Morris, The Epistle to the Romans (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans, 1988), 
271. 
F. F. Bruce, The Epistle of Paul to the Romans: An Introduction and Commentary (London: Tyndale, 
1963), 145. 
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does outshine the old husband and is therefore more preferable, and this analogy of a 
new marriage to a new husband marks the change from the reign of the law, "the old 
written code," to the reign of Christ, "the new life of the Spirit."'^ More importantly, 
only those connected with Christ — the believers - have the spiritual benefits, and his 
death frees no one without this connection, just as the husband's death frees no 
woman but the wife connected with him.''' 
No matter whether it is the Mosaic Law or the Roman law, the law should by no 
means be the bondage of a Christian's life, and this is what Paul wants to prove when 
applying his illustration of a widow being released from the law of marriage. This 
illustration sounds perfectly logical and natural especially from today's perspective 
because we usually do not blame a widow for being remarried to a man she chooses 
for herself. In other words, the law in a general sense does not consider a widow's 
remarriage to a man she desires as a taboo, and it is likely that the Roman law at that 
time suggested more or less the same thing. However, it is not all that simple if we 
consider the law that Paul mentions here to be referring particularly to the Mosaic 
Law. Paul's discussion of the release from the law through the illustration of 
marriage may in fact be troubling to some if not all Jewish Christians. Predictably, if 
there is a Sadducee who becomes a Christian, he will very likely feel disturbed 
because the Mosaic Law with which he is familiar does not seem to grant a widow the 
freedom to choose her new husband, as according to the levirate law in Deuteronomy 
25:5-10. 
A comparison between Paul's illustration of marriage in Romans 7:1-6 and the 
levirate law in Deuteronomy 25:5-10 
Paul's illustration of marriage in his Letter to the Romans begins by stating the 
13 Stuhlmacher, Paul's Letter to the Romans, 103. 
14 Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul's Epistle to the Romans, 448. 
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relationship between a wife and a husband: 
Thus a married woman is bound by law to her husband as long as he lives. 
(7:2) 
The Greek words for "wife" and "husband" are 丫wt^  and dvSpoc; respectively, and they 
do not necessarily imply a marital relationship, but can simply be translated as 
"woman" and "man" respectively. However, here the adjective for yuvn is 
"married," which in the original Greek text is uTTav6po(；. It is actually a combination 
of the preposition uuo "under" and the noun o:y6p6(；, and can thus be literally 
translated as "under a man." This adjective clearly states the condition of a "married 
woman": she is actually "under a man." By using this adjective, Paul is somehow 
retaining the patriarchal picture that is constantly painted in the Old Testament. 
Since a married woman is bound by such a law that places her under a man, 
which means her husband, it sounds perfectly logical for Paul to say that a woman 
living with another man while her husband is alive is an adulteress (7:3). Never has 
the Bible recorded any incidents that a woman can lawfully have two or more 
husbands. On the contrary, a man having more than one wife — or sexual partner - is 
not rejected by the Lord, at least as far as the Old Testament narratives are concerned. 
This is most obviously seen in the cases of Jacob, who has two wives and two 
maidservants, and, more obviously, of David, who, despite his many concubines and 
wives, is so highly regarded that he is even declared righteous in the Bible: 
because David did what was right in the eyes of the Lord, and did not turn 
aside from anything that he commanded him all the days of his life, except 
in the matter of Uriah the Hittite. (1 Kings 15:5) 
It is thus implied that, except committing adultery with Bathsheba and killing Uriah 
indirectly, the Lord is pleased with practically everything that David does, and this 
necessarily includes even taking numerous concubines and wives. It can then be 
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concluded that the law of marriage places a woman under one man, but it does not 
necessarily mean that it also places a man under one woman. 
In fact, the Old Testament always implies that in a marital relationship, the 
husband has certain authority over his wife, but not vice versa, as we can see in the 
law mentioned in Deuteronomy 24: 
When a man takes a wife and marries her, if then she finds no favour in his 
eyes because he has found some indecency in her, and he writes her a bill of 
divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out of his house, and she 
departs out of his house, and if she goes and becomes another man's wife, 
and the latter husband dislikes her and writes her a bill of divorce and puts it 
in her hand and sends her out of his house, or if the latter husband dies, who 
took her to be his wife, then her former husband, who sent her away, may 
not take her again to be his wife, after she has been defiled. (Deuteronomy 
24:1-4) 
The law mentioned here is the law of divorce. In the Hebrew text, the word for 
"divorce" is mnns, which actually comes from the verb m_3 "cut off."'^ It means that 
to divorce is to cut off a relationship. The criterion is that the husband finds some 
indecency in his wife, which means improper behaviour proving that she is "an 
adulteress," as Paul suggests in Romans 7:3，but not conversely, that the wife 
discovers that the husband is “an adulterer" cheating on her. In other words, it is 
only the husband taking the active role to cut off this relationship if he wants to: he 
has the sole right of divorce.丨6 From the beginning, he is the one who takes the 
initiative to marry a woman, but when he wants to end the relationship, he is also the 
one who writes a bill of divorce, gives it to her, and sends her away, while the wife's 
丨5 "niD," BDB, 503. 
16 Dunn, Romans 1-8, 360. 
Fung 11 
action is just a submissive follow-up to her husband's divorcing her: she departs. To 
the wife, it is a passive divorce 一 she cannot demand it herself, even if it might be he 
who finds no favour in her eyes. The husband-wife relationship is crystal clear in 
this way: the wife is indeed uuo dvSpoq "under a man" - her husband, who has the sole 
right to call off the marriage. Moreover, it is implied here that it is utterly wrong for 
the divorced woman to marry another man: if she does, she will become a "defiled" 
woman, so that the former husband must never take her back. In other words, the 
divorced woman should stay single, until her former husband is merciful enough to 
take her back again. 
Although the law of divorce in Deuteronomy 24:1-4 contains the implication that 
the divorced woman is associated with adultery, we can detect from it significantly 
different treatments towards men and women in the Bible, particularly in the Old 
Testament, which paints a patriarchal picture placing men on top of women, though it 
needs to be borne in mind that Jewish ethics is a male-dominated literary tradition,'^ 
so that all biblical texts in fact reflect male's approaches and concerns.丨8 Women 
always seem to be in no position to claim their own rights, but they have to wait for 
what the men decide to do to them. The law of divorce, which deals with what is to 
be done to the adulteress but not the adulterer, is an obvious example. 
The humbly low status of women portrayed in the Old Testament is somehow 
retained in Paul's illustration of the freedom of a woman following her husband's 
death in two aspects. As mentioned above, the adjective UTiaySpoQ, which literally 
means "under a man," has already painted this patriarchal picture. Furthermore, the 
law of marriage is mentioned through what Dunn calls "a somewhat tortuous 
17 Richard A. Freund, Understanding Jewish Ethics (San Francisco, California: Edwin Mellen, 1990)， 
186. 
Elizabeth Huwiler, Biblical Women: Mirrors, Models, and Metaphors (Cleveland, Ohio: United 
Church, 1993), 47. 
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phrase’’19 — "the law concerning the husband" (Romans 7:2) which clearly binds the 
wife to her husband and puts her under him, making him her master.^^ Nevertheless, 
Paul's illustration grants a widow a certain kind of freedom that may not exist in the 
Old Testament. Paul explains that a widow is free from "the law concerning the 
husband," which is supposed to be working only when her husband is alive, but not 
any more after his death. Since she is no longer his wedded wife,^' she is no 
adulteress even if she marries another man (7:3). 
The widow's freedom to marry another man that Paul mentions is dubious in the 
Old Testament. According to the following law mentioned in Deuteronomy 25: 
If brothers dwell together and one of them dies and has no son, the wife of 
the dead should not be married outside the family to a stranger; her 
husband's brother should go in to her, and take her as his wife, and perform 
the duty of a husband's brother to her. And the first son whom she bears 
shall succeed to the name of his brother who is dead, that his name may not 
be blotted out of Israel. (Deuteronomy 25:5-6) 
This law is known as the levirate law as it talks about the duty of a husband's brother, 
which is "levir" in Latin. It also tells us that a childless widow is not totally free 
from "the law concerning the husband," but is still very much attached to her 
deceased husband's family. The widow is not allowed to marry "outside the family 
to a stranger"; instead, she is bound to be married again by no one else but the levir, 
as the law says that he should "take her as his wife." As the law goes on to explain: 
And if the man does not wish to take his brother's wife, then his brother's 
wife shall go up to the gate to the elders, and say, "My husband's brother 
” D u n n , Romans 1-8, 360. 
20 Bruce, The Epistle of Paul to the Romans, 146. 
Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, trans. Edwyn C. Hoskyns (London: Oxford University Press, 
1983), 232. 
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refuses to perpetuate his brother's name in Israel; he will not perform the 
duty of a husband's brother to me." (25:7) 
This explains that both the widow and the levir are bound to marry each other, and the 
widow even has to ensure that the marriage takes place in case the levir does not want 
to marry her. The levir ’s marriage of the widow is to ensure that her late husband's 
name is perpetuated, though undeniably, the widow can also enjoy the privilege of 
putting her widowhood to an end with this marriage, which means that the marriage is 
the right that the widow can claim so as to secure a position in the family. 
Furthermore, the result for the levir to insist not marrying his brother's widow is 
severe, as public humiliation is the punishment he will face: 
then his brother's wife shall go up to him in the presence of the elders, and 
pull his sandal off his foot, and spit in his face; and she shall answer and say, 
"So shall it be done to the man who does not build up his brother's house." 
And the name of his house shall be called in Israel, The house of him that 
had his sandal pulled off. (25:9-10) 
The levirate law is in fact the only law in the Bible that includes an act of humiliation 
as penalty against the offender — the levir who refuses to marry his brother's widow.^^ 
This suggests that it is a strict law that requires close observance, and that it is 
extreme evilness not to follow it. 
It can thus be concluded that according to the levirate law, a married woman is 
not free from "the law concerning the husband" even after the death of her husband. 
The levir has the obligation to marry his brother's widow. Likewise, the widow also 
has the responsibility to make sure that the levir will marry her - she is at the same 
time claiming her right to be married. It is then deducible that if there is only one 
22 Carol Meyers, Toni Craven and Ross S. Kraemer, ed., Women in Scripture: A Dictionary of Named 
and Unnamed Women in the Hebrew Bible, the Apocryphal/Deutewcanonical Books, and the New 
Testament (Boston, Massachusetts; Houghton Mufflin, 2000), 198. 
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levir, and this only one inside the family happens to prefer being punished to marrying 
her, the widow, who cannot marry outside the family, will have no choice but to 
remain a widow as long as she lives. 
The transformation in the levirate practice from the era of the Old Testament to that of 
the New 
We have seen that the levirate law, a Mosaic Law enacted in Deuteronomy 
25:5-10, had had its faithful observers - the Sadducees — even up until the time of the 
New Testament. With the challenge that they pose unto Jesus, the Sadducees state 
their stance clearly: they seek to follow the levirate law so closely that a widow will 
be taken by her late husband's brother as his wife, even if it has to happen repeatedly. 
In his reply to the Sadducees, Jesus merely points out the errors in their concept of 
resurrection, but he does not say that it is wrong to stick to the levirate practice. It is 
likely that Paul the former Pharisee does not consider it wrong to have this practice 
either, but his teaching reflects that he does not think that the levirate practice is an 
absolute obligation, which must be carried out by both the widow and the levir. 
From the various opinions of scholars and commentators, it seems hard to decide 
whether it is the Mosaic Law or the Roman law that Paul is exactly referring to when 
talking about the release from the law in Romans 7:1-6. If it is the Roman law, or 
even the law in a general sense, that Paul is referring to, the illustration of marriage 
suggesting a widow's freedom to choose her new husband should present no problems 
at all. However, we should not all together overlook the possibility of reckoning 
Paul's audience as Jewish Christians, and thus the law as the Mosaic Law. This is 
why some if not all Jewish Christians may be disturbed by this illustration of marriage, 
because the Mosaic Law tells them that the widow has no such freedom to choose her 
new husband. If it is indeed the Mosaic Law that Paul is talking about, then it can be 
concluded that the Pharisees are unlike the Sadducees in their opinion concerning the 
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reinforcement of a widow's remarriage to the levir. 
One may argue that the levirate law mentioned in Deuteronomy 25:5-10 is 
restricted and only applicable to the particular condition "if brothers dwell together 
and one of them dies and has no son" (25:5), so that even if Paul is talking about the 
Mosaic Law in Romans 7:1-6，he is making no contradiction with the Old Testament. 
However, when Paul mentions the illustration concerning the emancipation of a 
widow — no matter whether she is childless or not - from the law of marriage, he 
obviously makes it sound like a general situation, without any discrimination. If a 
widow is free from "the law concerning the husband" after his death only when the 
husband has no brother, then the illustration that Paul applies here is too 
narrow-minded and should not be justified. The necessary conclusion is that Paul 
indeed does not find the obligation to stick to the levirate law. 
There is yet another place in the New Testament which mentions that a widow 
should be free to marry, and it is the First Letter to Timothy: 
But refuse to enrol younger widows; for when they grow wanton against 
Christ they desire to marry . . . So I would have younger widows marry, 
bear children, rule their households, and give the enemy no occasion to 
revile us. (1 Timothy 5:14) 
The marriage of a younger widow mentioned here suggests that her new husband is 
not necessarily her deceased husband's brother, but any man that she chooses so as to 
deal with her problem with sexual desire. This is a deutero-Pauline writing, which 
may not reflect Paul's personal ideas. Once again, if the target audience of this 
deutero-Pauline letter is Gentile Christians, there will be no problem at all. However, 
if its target audience is Jewish Christians, which is a possibility we should by no 
means overlook, it will serve as yet another indicator that some transformations might 
have taken place from the era of the Old Testament to that of the New, so that there 
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was no longer the obligation for a widow to be married by the levir by the New 
Testament time. 
In the following chapters of this thesis, I will take an in-depth look at the biblical 
narratives that are related to the theme of levirate marriage. Besides the story of 
Judah and Tamar in Genesis 38 and the Book of Ruth, I will also bring into discussion 
two deutero-canonical writings - the Book of Tobit and the Book of Judith. I will try 
to analyze if there are any transformations in the practice of levirate marriage that can 
be detected from these narratives, so that there may be new understanding concerning 




The Duty of a Levir to His Brother's Widow 
in the Story of Judah and Tamar (Genesis 38) 
Genesis 38，the story of Judah and Tamar, is commonly considered as one of the 
locations where the Bible discusses levirate marriage.' When Judah commands his 
second son Onan to go in to Tamar, his elder brother Er's widow, he is showing a 
strong interest in the levirate principle. In fact, both Judah and Tamar pay efforts to 
raise up offspring for Tamar’s late husband.^ However, the discussion of levirate 
marriage does not necessarily mean that such a marriage is really taking place in the 
story. In fact, Tamar the childless widow eventually conceives from a man who 
never becomes her husband, but this ending does not imply that the levirate principle 
is not ftjlfilled, as Tamar ends up securing a position in the Israelite society because of 
the children she bears. The purpose of the levirate law according to Deuteronomy 
25:5-10, which is to make sure that the childless widow is well-cared, is by all means 
maintained even though no marriage takes place. 
Judah，s command on Onan: a levirate marriage? 
According to the narrative of Genesis 38, there are practically three men in 
Tamar ’s life: her husband Er, his brother Onan, and their father Judah, as they all have 
had a relationship with Tamar. From the beginning, the marriage of Tamar and Er is 
like most of the marriages depicted in the Old Testament, which are without elements 
of romance, and is presented almost like a duty-bound rite. The matchmaker is 
actually Judah himself, who obviously takes seriously the Lord's command on his 
ancestors, which is to be fruitful and multiply (Genesis 1:28; 9:1, 7; 35:11). Judah 
seems so eager for his first-born to get married that he arranges the marriage for him, 
1 Richard Kalmin, "Levirate Law," ABD, 4:296. 
2 O. J. Baab, "Marriage," IDB, 3:282. 
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probably in order that his bloodline will not terminate. The wife Judah chooses for 
Er is Tamar, even though she is probably a Canaanite woman, a foreigner just like 
Judah，s own wife.] In other words, Tamar has never seen her husband Er before 
marrying him, but she is just a young woman taken by a patriarch and brought back 
home as a daughter-in-law.'' This implies that Judah, instead of Er, is the first man to 
appear in Tamar's life, and that there is no romance between Tamar and Er to speak of, 
because their marriage is not the ripened fruit of a love relationship, but is merely 
arranged and even willed by Judah alone. Even if Tamar and Er dislike the idea of 
marriage, they just have to accept it and bear with each other. 
The Bible does not explain what evilness Er has done that leads to his being slain 
by God (38:7), but in the same way that he treats Er, Judah orders his second son 
Onan: 
"Go in to your brother's wife, and perform the duty of a brother-in-law to 
her, and raise up offspring for your brother." (38:8) 
Judah is making three commands here, and the second command deserves special 
attention. In the original Hebrew text, the second command is It is a 
combination of the conjunction〕，which means "and," and the Piel imperative of the 
verb The tedious translation of the single verb as "perform the duty of a 
brother-in-law" is in fact adopted by most English Bible translators, but a number of 
versions, including KJV, NLT and CEV，simply translate this as "marry." Biblical 
scholars and commentary writers seem to have different opinions in understanding 
3 The view that Tamar is a foreigner is supported by many biblical scholars who attempt to draw a 
linkage among the four named female ancestors of Jesus Christ, i.e., Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and 
Bathsheba, so as to paint a picture of salvation outside Israel. See Barbara J. Essex, Bad Girls of the 
Bible: Exploring Women of Questionable Virtue (Cleveland, Ohio: United Church Press, 1999)，31 ； 
Ann Belford Ulanov, The Female Ancestors of Christ (Boston, Massachusetts: Daimon Verlag, 1998), 
22. 
4 Nehama Aschkenasy, Woman at the Window: Biblical Tales of Oppression and Escape (Detroit, 
Michigan: Wayne State University Press, 1998), 82. 
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this word, too. Some assume that Judah is advocating a second marriage of Tamar,^ 
while others disagree, suggesting that no new marriage is being commanded because 
of the lack of a specific instruction on marriage.^ 
Lexical study of on^  
By commanding Onan to perform a brother-in-law's duty, what specifically is 
Judah asking Onan to do? The verb is ambiguous and uncertain, as it is by all 
means a rare word, which only makes a total of three occurrences throughout the 
Hebrew Bible: one in Genesis 38 and two in Deuteronomy 25. Concerning the 
meaning of the root o r , BDB, without offering a straightforward meaning, somehow 
tries to play safe by marking its meaning as "dubious" to retain its ambiguity. There 
are only three words listed under the root cn,: two nouns, on; and nnn"|, and one verb, 
The meaning of the verb DT, which only exists in the Piel stem, is simply 
mentioned as: "do the duty of DT to a brother's widow," d t meaning "husband's 
brother," which is "levir" in Latin. This suggests that o r is a duty-bound identity, 
and so is "sister-in-law,"^ but it does not help us yet to decide whether marriage 
is being referred to. 
One way of deciding the meaning of such a rare word as o r is by examining the 
Q 
context of the passage where the term is used. In other words, what it means to "do 
the duty of o r to a brother's widow" and what exactly "the duty of d t " includes can 
be derived from the surrounding texts. According to the three commands by Judah, 
5 See Gerhard von Rad, Genesis; A Commentary, trans. John H. Marks, 2"'' ed. (London: SCM, 1963), 
353; Henry M. Morris, The Genesis Record: A Scientific and Devotional Commentary on the Book of 
Beginnings (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker, 1976), 549; Anthony J. Lambe, "Genesis 38: Structure 
and Literary Design," in The World of Genesis: Persons, Places, Perspectives, ed. Philip R. Davis and 
David J. A. Clines (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1998)，113; Essex, Bad Girls of the Bible, 32. 
6 See Claus Westermann, Genesis 37-50: A Commentary, trans. John J. Scullion (Minneapolis, 
Minnesota: Augsburg, 1986)，52; Esther Marie Menn, Judah and Tamar (Genesis 38) in Ancient Jewish 
Exegesis: Studies in Literary Form andHermeneutics (Leiden: Brill, 1997)，57-58; John Skinner, A 
Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Genesis, 2"'' ed. (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1930), 452. 
7 “a〕,,” BDB, 386. 
8 Robert B. Chisholm, Jr., From Exegesis to Exposition: A Practical Guide to Using Biblical Hebrew 
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker, 1998), 47. 
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"the duty o fonf seems to be associated with going in to his brother's wife and raising 
up offspring for him. This reading in juxtaposition merely suggests that "the duty of 
probably includes having sexual intercourse with his sister-in-law and making a 
baby under his brother's name. However, since no marriage is overtly mentioned 
here, it is dubious whether Judah is asking Onan to marry Tamar as well. 
On the other hand, it is equally important to find out the other locations where 
the root occurs so as to discover the meaning of the verb. As mentioned, the root 
makes very few appearances in the Hebrew Bible. Apart from Genesis 38, we 
encounter it nowhere else but in Deuteronomy 25:5-10, which is commonly referred 
to as the levirate law - the law concerning the levir. In the following passage, I 
particularly highlight the phrases used to translate the Hebrew words related to the 
root oav 
If brothers dwell together, and one of them dies and has no son, the wife of 
the dead shall not be married outside the family to a stranger; her 
husband's brother (nnr) shall go in to her, and take her as his wife, and 
perform the duty of a husband's brother to her (nna^i). . . And if the man 
does not wish to take his brother's wife (innr), then his brother's wife 
shall go up to the gate to the elders, and say, "My husband's 
brother refuses to perpetuate his brother's name in Israel; he will not 
perform the duty of a husband's brother to me (v：早:)，，...if he persists, 
saying, “I do not wish to take her," then his brother's wife (inna^) shall go 
up to him in the presence of the elders, and pull his sandal off his foot, and 
spit in his face . . . (Deuteronomy 25:5-10) 
What is being asked of the brother of the widow's husband in this law is highly 
comparable with what Judah asks of Onan. Two of the instructions, that he should 
"go in to her" and "perform the duty of a husband's brother to her," are obviously 
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equivalent to Judah's first two commands. Yet, there is one command which is 
present in Deuteronomy 25 but absent in Genesis 38，and that is to "take her as his 
wife" (25:5). Hence, deducing from the texts surrounding the verb d?;，I will 
conclude, although some scholars may not agree, that the duty of a husband's brother 
has already included the obligation not only to have sexual intercourse with the 
brother's widow and to raise the brother's children, but also to marry the widow, even 
though it is not explicitly mentioned as one of Judah's commands. 
Onan's refusal to perform his duty as a brother-in-law 
Onan obviously detests the idea of being compelled to make love with the sexual 
partner assigned to him, to perform the duty by marrying her, and to raise his 
brother's children in the future. As a result: 
when he went in to his brother's wife he spilled the semen on the ground, 
lest he should give offspring to his brother. (Genesis 38:9) 
Onan refuses to procreate for his brother, and this is perhaps because he is concerned 
about the most personal interest - his right of inheritance.^ Onan does not seem to 
be in any position to express his feelings towards his father's order, which evidently 
protects his brother's rights instead of his own rights, and his act of spilling the semen 
on the ground is the way he chooses to release his resentment towards his father's 
despotism. 10 Finally, Onan only complies with his father's levirate arrangement 
partially: indeed, he goes in to his brother's wife, but he at the same time takes 
precautions not to leave any sperms in Tamar, so as to prevent conception, obviously 
refusing to raise up offspring for his brother. 
After the death of his elder brother, it is natural for Onan to assume that he will 
now be regarded as the first-bom, meaning the eldest male child. Onan should have 
9 Menn, Judah and Tamar (Genesis 38) in Ancient Jewish Exegesis, 38. 
Aschkenasy, Woman at the Window, 81. 
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leamt about the privileges enjoyed by a first-bom from his grandfather Jacob. Jacob 
is Isaac's younger son, and yet he has obtained the family blessing that should have 
belonged to the first-bom. Even though Jacob acquires the blessing through 
trickeries, his life story tells Onan that a father has the choice to give the first-bom 
right to a younger son, instead of the eldest." This fact is also recognized in the 
ending of Genesis, in which Jacob eventually gives the first-bom right to Judah his 
fourth son because the first three sons, Reuben, Simeon and Levi, are no good and are 
therefore not given pre-eminence (49:2-7). 
Predictably, even though Onan is Judah's second son, he is looking forward to 
the same first-bom right, which, in addition to the blessing, includes a share of the 
family property that is twice as large as that of any other son. 12 In fact, after Er is 
dead, Onan perhaps assumes that he can rightfully enjoy the first-bom right, but is 
disappointed to learn from his father's order that it still belongs to his deceased 
brother. The duty of a brother-in-law by all means puts his status at stake, because if 
Tamar really bears children from him, her eldest son will not be his, but he will be 
attributed to his deceased brother. This means that Onan will lose an enormous 
proportion of the inheritance to his brother, and even though Tamar's eldest son 
comes from his semen, Onan will not be called his father, and his name will not be 
mentioned in the genealogy. As a result, the best thing that Onan can think of is to 
spill his semen on the ground to prevent Tamar from bearing any children, so that he 
can secure the first-bom right. 
As seen in the lexical study of dt , the duty of a brother-in-law actually includes 
marrying the brother's widow. It needs to be noted that even after marrying Tamar, 
Onan is at the same time free to have other wives and also sexual partners. This is 
” V . H. Kooy, "First-born," IDB, 2:271. 
12 Thomas Lewis and Ronald K. Harrison, "First-bom; Firstling," ISBE’ 2:308 
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again what the experience of his grandfather is telling him: Jacob has his children 
from two wives and two maidservants. Onan's hope is that Tamar has no children, 
while his other wives, whom he probably plans to marry in the future, or even 
maidservants, can have children, so that he can eventually hold the first-bom right in 
his hands. Unfortunately, Onan's reluctance to perform the duty to Tamar fully is 
considered evil in God's eyes, so that the same judgement as his elder brother's is 
passed onto Onan, who ends up in the same denouement. 
Judah's command on Tamar: prolonged widowhood 
Now, when Onan is also dead, the duty of a brother-in-law is left to be fulfilled 
by no one else but Judah's youngest and only remaining son, Shelah, because he is the 
only o r "husband's brother" left for Tamar. Nevertheless, Judah does not ask Shelah 
to perform the duty right away; instead, Judah gives this instruction to Tamar: 
"Remain a widow in your father's house, till Shelah my son grows up." 
(38:11) 
The reason why Judah says so to Tamar is not that Shelah is still too young to marry, 
but that he fears lest his last son may also die (38:11). The fear that Judah expresses 
seems to suggest that there is no choice for all the people who are still involved in 
Tamar's first marriage, including Judah, Tamar and Shelah. Judah is bound to order 
Shelah to perform the same duty to Tamar just as he ordered Onan, and Tamar is 
equally bound to be the indirect object for the fulfillment of the duty, while Shelah 
will be considered evil and struck dead by God if he refuses this duty. Everything 
that is to be done seems to aim at ensuring that Er is still the first-bom. The question 
is why all three of them are under such bondage. 
As mentioned above, Isaac has given the first-bom right to Jacob, and Jacob will 
later give it to Judah. Both cases show that a father can decide to which son he will 
give the first-bom right. In contrast, in the case of Judah, it is somehow shown that 
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the first-bom right is not to be given deliberately to the other sons, as Onan might 
have wanted his father to. Judah even seems to be compelling himself to treat Er as 
his first-bom even after Er's death. What is puzzling is that while Jacob will later 
give Judah his fourth son the first-bom right because he is displeased with the first 
three, Judah does not - or dare not - give the first-born right to his other sons even 
though Er has been slain by God because of his evilness. Why can't Judah give the 
first-bom right to his second or third son, when he is aware that his eldest son is no 
good? The reason is that there is one very important character: Tamar the widow. 
Judah is seeking to have the levirate principle fulfilled because of the existence of the 
widow. 
Genesis 38 is the first record of the levirate practice in the Bible according to the 
canonical order, though it does not necessarily mean that this story was the earliest 
composition. In the time when the narrative of Genesis 38 is set, the levirate was a 
common practice in the ancient Near East. Levirate marriage actually extended 
beyond the borders of Israel, and it was known to the Assyrians, the Hittites and the 
Canaanites. The levirate law in Deuteronomy 25:5-10 actually has a Canaanite 
origin, 13 and this fact is highly related to Tamar ’s identity as a Canaanite woman, 
though this is not explicitly said in the narrative. Therefore, when Tamar becomes 
Onan's wife, she is perfectly aware that she is fulfilling the levirate practice with 
Onan, and she also knows that this practice continues unto Shelah after Onan is dead. 
As for Judah, he seems obliged to acknowledge the fact that God tacitly agrees with 
the levirate practice, as this explains why Onan has received such severe punishment 
from God for not fulfilling it. 
However, as the story develops, we know that Tamar and Shelah never go 
together all because of Judah: 
“ O . J. Baab, "Marriage," IDB’ 3:282. 
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she [Tamar] saw that Shelah was grown up, and she had not been given to 
him in marriage. (38:14) 
Here, the verb "give" is in passive voice, which indicates that Tamar is in a 
submissive position. She has nothing to do but to wait for what Judah decides to do 
to her - Judah has the sole right to give Tamar to Shelah in marriage, but he never 
does so, even though he is aware that the levirate practice has to be carried out. As 
mentioned above, the story of Jacob has already suggested that monogamy was not a 
compulsion at that time. We do not know at this point whether Shelah has married 
other women or not, as he certainly can marry other women besides Tamar. Since 
Shelah is already grown, there is a possibility that he is already married. Certainly, 
Tamar is bound to become one of the wives, if not the only wife, of Shelah, but Judah 
is delaying this marriage. 
In Judah，s own words, the main purpose of levirate marriage is to protect the 
deceased husband's bloodline, which actually continues from his father, while the 
widow's primary obligation is to bear children, especially male ones，** for her 
deceased husband. The failure to serve her function as a child-bearing wife makes 
Tamar a tragic character, who has been abused by the men in her life - first by Er, and 
then by Onan, and now by Judah. The first two, who have died because of their 
evilness, have not only made Tamar twice a widow without any children, but have 
also stained her. Consequently, she gains no sympathy from her father-in-law. 
Instead of being sorry for Er and Onan's evilness and regretting not having taught 
them well, Judah takes Tamar as a lethal woman responsible for his sons' deaths, so 
that he maltreats Tamar by making her return to her father and not giving her to 
Shelah. Obviously, he does not think of educating Shelah well as a solution, but he 
simply prevents the marriage from taking place. It is a brutal thing that Judah does 
Ulanov, The Female Ancestors of Christ, 27. 
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to Tamar because it is obvious that Tamar is not free, but is back under her father's 
supervision and in her father-in-law's jurisdiction.'^ Judah's command on Tamar is 
simply putting her in a cage, as she must remain a widow, a duty-bound n^n^ 
"sister-in-law," until Judah calls her back, which is an event that Tamar has lost hope 
of anticipating as time goes by. Tamar is only waiting in vain. 
Let us consider why Judah wants to postpone giving Tamar to Shelah, or even 
intends never to give her to him. The most straightforward reason is his fear of the 
death of his only surviving son, as the narrative suggests. We can imagine Judah's 
bereavement after the death of two sons, and if Shelah also dies, it will be absolutely 
beyond what Judah can bear. Nevertheless, Judah also has a selfish reason to 
prolong Tamar's widowhood. Judah can certainly take other wives to have new 
children to replace Shelah in case he really dies, and Shelah can marry other women 
besides Tamar. Of course, that Shelah dies is the least thing that Judah wants to 
happen. The possible solution is that Shelah performs the duty as late as possible, or 
at least after he has children from other wives, so that Judah's bloodline can be 
secured in the first place (although the other children that Judah may have from other 
wives can also continue his bloodline). If Shelah is asked to perform the duty to 
Tamar only after he has Judah's grandchildren, then it will not be too great a loss for 
Judah even if Shelah dies, like his brothers, of non-fulfillment of the duty. In 
addition, by prolonging Tamar's widowhood, Judah may even hope that Tamar may 
eventually become too old to have children; then even if Shelah fails to make Tamar 
pregnant, he will not be considered evil before God. By that time, with Tamar's 
barrenness, the obligation to raise up offspring for the deceased brother will fade by 
itself. In short, Judah simply wants to get rid of Tamar so as to gain his family's 
safety, and Tamar is bound to suffer if she does not take action, 
15 Tikva Frymer-Kensky, Reading the Women of the Bible (New York: Schocken, 2002), 268. 
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Tamar’s endeavour in Finding the right levir 
Facing an oppressive father-in-law who wants to get rid of her, Tamar eventually 
comes to understand that the only way for her to have a place in society and the 
family is to end her childlessness, which means to become a mother. Tamar has to 
take the initiative to stop being a passive victim but to become an active arbiter of her 
own fate.丨6 The story takes a dramatic twist when Tamar makes her move: she 
makes sure that the duty of a brother-in-law, or a levir, is being performed by finding 
herself the right replacement of this levir. As a result, she decides to get herself 
pregnant through unconventional means, which is to trick Judah into performing the 
duty himself. 
Aware of Judah’s bereavement following the deaths of his two sons as well as his 
wife, Tamar anticipates that Judah desires sexual contact. 口 His libido, which has 
been restrained for long, is likely to be suddenly awakened by the party-mood of the 
celebration of the sheep-shearing in Timnah (38:12). Therefore, Tamar takes off her 
widow's garment and dresses herself like a prostitute (38:14), turning herself into an 
object for Judah，s sexual desire.'^ Eventually, she succeeds in tricking Judah into 
having sexual intercourse with her. In the scene of seduction, the exchange of 
dialogue goes like this: 
JUDAH "Come, let me come in to you." 
TAMAR "What will you give me, that you may come in to me?" (38:16) 
In this seduction scene, Judah is not aware that the woman whom he takes as a 
prostitute is in fact his own daughter-in-law. However, the way that Judah speaks 
16 Aschkenasy, Woman at the Window, 86. 
'7 Mary E. Shields, "More Righteous Than I: The Comeuppance of the Trickster in Genesis 38," in Are 
We Amused? Humour about Women in the Biblical Worlds, ed. Athalya Brenner (London: T. & T. Clark, 
2003)，39. 
18 Essex, Bad Girls of the Bible, 34. 
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shows that he is seeking only to take rather than give.'^ This is why he treats Tamar 
as a low-class prostitute who will be satisfied with merely his monetary fee, which he 
expects will put an end to any further contact. 
On the one hand, the fact that Tamar gets her father-in-law to have sex with her 
shows that she ceases playing the victim waiting for the others to shape the world. 
On the other hand, she has remained a victim in a certain sense, for the means she 
chooses conforms to the patriarchy of the society where she lives. Tamar in fact 
allows herself to be victimized, and she is ready to degrade herself to play an object of 
desire, for her sole purpose is to get herself pregnant so as to secure a place in the 
family as well as in society. 
The power of patriarchy is definitely at its worst when we come to the episode in 
which Tamar is accused of playing the harlot and becoming pregnant by harlotry 
(38:24). Immediately, without even giving her a trial, Judah passes the verdict: 
‘‘Bring her out, and let her be burned." (38:24) 
This is a truly ironic judgement because Judah's behaviour of consorting with a 
woman whom he takes as a prostitute is not disapproved of, but Tamar's behaviour is 
considered deserving death.:� In a way, Judah is not all wrong to be lenient to 
himself because in the Old Testament time, prostitution was part of the social reality 
in the lands inhabited by Israel. Biblical law in fact does not prohibit a man from 
associating with a female, and there are no explicit strictures against a woman 
engaging in sexual activity for economic gain unless she is under some form of male 
familial authority.^' In view of this, it is unacceptable for Tamar to be a prostitute 
because she is under Judah's authority. Seeing that Tamar is pregnant, Judah 
naturally assumes her whoredom. Judah certainly has his selfish reason to seek to 
19 Shields, “More Righteous Than I," 43. 
Lucy Fuchs, Women of Destiny: Women in the Old Testament (New York: Alba House, 2000)，42. 
21 Menn, Judah and Tamar (Genesis 38) in Ancient Jewish Exegesis, 65, 
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get rid of Tamar, as she is the one who has caused his sons to die, whom he has cast 
out of his home, and who has now brought shame upon his family.^^ As mentioned 
above, Judah wants Shelah's obligation to perform the duty of a levir to fade by itself 
by postponing Shelah's marriage with Tamar until she becomes barren. Now it is a 
chance to rid Shelah of this obligation really fast: he demands that she be executed 
right away. Fortunately, Tamar is determined to outwit Judah by securing his signet, 
cord and staff during the sexual deal (38:18), and is able to provide the proof that 
Judah is the man responsible for her pregnancy (38:25). 
Finally, Judah declares: 
"She is more righteous than I, inasmuch as I did not give her to my son 
Shelah." (38:26) 
While declaring Tamar's righteousness, Judah is indirectly admitting his fault: he did 
not do what he should have done to Tamar. This declaration of righteousness also 
indicates that Judah, the man Tamar has slept with, is an appropriate levir,^^ although 
the ending of the story tells us that Judah never lies with her again (38:26); thus it can 
be deduced that Judah has not married her. However, Tamar's righteousness is fully 
justified when she enjoys the blessing of giving birth to a pair of twin boys, Perez and 
Zerah (38:29-30), and Perez the first-bom is the name that will appear repeatedly in 
the genealogies in the Bible (Ruth 4:18; Matthew 1:3; Luke 3:33). At that time, 
Judah has not known that he will be eventually given the first-bom right, but the fact 
is that the first-bom right will be passed from Jacob to Judah, and then to Perez. 
Evaluation of the levirate practice in Genesis 38 
Levirate marriage is not stated as a law in Genesis 38 but is only stated as one in 
Deuteronomy 25:5-10.24 However, at the Old Testament time when the narrative is 
22 Barbara J. Essex, Women in the Bible (Cleveland, Ohio: Pilgrim, 2001), 28. 
23 Frymer-Kensky, Reading the Women of the Bible’ 273. 
24 The canonical order does not necessarily reflect the order of composition, but I will assume that 
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set, the levirate practice, which probably originated in Canaan, as mentioned above, 
was obviously willed by God, because the story tells us that a levir who refuses to 
fulfill his duty is severely punished. Based on what Judah says to Onan, the purpose 
of levirate marriage emphasizes raising up offspring for the deceased brother, so that 
the dead one will still retain his first-bom right. At the same time, the duty of a levir, 
as commanded by Judah, is done to the widow, which means that the widow also 
benefits from a levir's fulfillment of his duty - she is in fact the only living person 
who directly benefits. In the story, Tamar the widow is the one who takes the 
initiative to ensure that the duty of a levir is eventually performed to her, and the way 
she benefits from the fulfillment is that she enjoys a significant status when she 
becomes pregnant: Tamar actually wins herself a place in the family of Judah because 
her name comes to be constantly mentioned together with her first-bom Perez (Ruth 
4:12; 1 Chronicles 2:4; Matthew 1:3). 
Judging from the fact that the duty of a levir is ultimately done to the widow, so 
that she bears children and comes to secure a place in the family, the levirate principle 
is indeed fulfilled in the narrative of Genesis 38. However, the ending of the story of 
Judah and Tamar tells us that there is no marriage between the widow and the one 
who gives her children. More importantly, the one who gives the widow children is 
not the levir, but the surrogate of the levir, who is the father-in-law. In fact, literally 
speaking, the only legitimate levirate marriage mentioned in this story as well as the 
whole Bible is the one between Tamar and Onan, because this is the only marriage 
between a widow and her husband's brother, but it unfortunately is a case of 
non-fulfillment as the marriage is not consummated due to Onan's reluctance. The 
fulfillment of the levirate principle is seen not in the marriage between Tamar and 
levirate marriage is only enacted as a law in Deuteronomy, so that I choose not to discuss the concept 
of law in this chapter. 
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Onan, but in the relationship between Judah and Tamar. It is therefore seen that even 
though the duty of a levir comprises marriage, marriage is not a requirement for the 
fulfillment of the levirate principle, as a widow's position in the family can still be 
secured without marriage. 
The right of inheritance is an obscure issue in the story of Judah and Tamar. 
The primary duty of a levir is to raise up offspring for his deceased brother, which 
means to retain his deceased brother's first-bom right, but when it is the surrogate of 
the levir who performs the duty, it becomes dubious whether the dead can still have 
his first-bom right retained. From all the genealogies mentioned in the Bible, Judah 
is rightfully mentioned as the father of Perez, while the name of Er is absent. There 
is one possible explanation: Judah is the father of Er, so that his first-bom right can be 
rightfully passed to Perez without the interruption of Er; hence, Judah's bloodline can 
continue smoothly to Perez. However, what will happen if the surrogate of the levir 
is not the father? This ambiguity poses the question concerning whether the right of 
inheritance is attributed to the dead when the duty done to the widow is not performed 
by the husband's brother himself, and this is the question that we will come across in 
the next chapter about the Book of Ruth, in which the one who eventually marries the 
widow is also not the blood brother of her deceased husband. 
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Chapter 3 
The Widow's Marriage to Her Husband's Kinsman in the Book of Ruth 
The Book of Ruth is commonly seen as another location where the Bible 
discusses levirate marriage, even though the descriptions in Genesis 38 and 
Deuteronomy 25:5-10 are substantially different from it.' In contrast to the narrative 
of Genesis 38，the Book of Ruth does tell a story that ends with marriage, which is 
between Boaz and Ruth. However, whether this marriage is an illustration of 
levirate marriage is actually disputable, because the man who eventually marries Ruth 
the widow is not her deceased husband Mahlon's blood brother, but his kinsman. 
This means that the levirate law as according to Deuteronomy 25:5-10 is not being 
fulfilled literally with this marriage, but it by all means shows that the levirate 
practice probably extended beyond immediate brothers to other relatives in the Old 
Testament time.2 
Ruth seeking to follow Naomi 
From the beginning of the Book of Ruth, we encounter three widows, Naomi and 
her two childless Moabite daughters-in-law, Orpah and Ruth. Following the deaths 
of their husbands in the country of Moab, Naomi persuades each of her 
daughters-in-law to go back to her mother's house (Ruth 1:8), and she explains: 
"Have I yet sons in my womb that they may become your husbands? Turn 
back, my daughters, go your way, for I am too old to have a husband. If I 
should say I have hope, even if I should have a husband this night and 
should bear sons, would you therefore wait till they were grown? Would 
you therefore refrain from marrying?" (1:11-13) 
Naomi bitterly expresses her desperation. She sees no hope in continuing her 
1 Richard Kalmin, "Levirate Law," ABD, 4:296. 
2 Robert K. Bower and Gary L. Knapp, “Marriage; Marry," ISBE, 3:263. 
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husband Elimelech's name because her husband and her two sons, Mahlon and 
Chilion, are all dead. Her two widowed daughters-in-law are without children, and 
she is also too old to be married again so as to give birth to new sons for the two 
daughters-in-law to marry in the future. (Even if she wishes to be remarried, it is not 
possible because Elimelech has no blood brothers, as we will leam later in the story.) 
Naomi implies that if the two daughters-in-law continue to follow her, they will have 
to marry no one else but Naomi's own sons, which will never happen. Naomi's 
words fully reflect the principle of the levirate law, which is to prevent marriage of an 
Israelite girl to an outsider? Since both Orpah and Ruth are Moabite women, Naomi 
sees no reason for them to stay in the bondage of this levirate law, which supposedly 
has meaning only to the Israelites. This is why she suggests that they stay in their 
country to marry their own kind of men, and she would rather return to Bethlehem 
alone as a lonesome widow, and she may intend to remain so until her death. 
The two daughters-in-law make different decisions: Orpah follows Naomi's 
advice to go back to her mother's house, to her people and to her gods (1:15), but 
Ruth chooses to cling to her mother-in-law (1:14), despite Naomi's repeated 
persuasion that she should go after her sister-in-law. Ruth says to Naomi: 
"Entreat me not to leave you or to return from following you; where you go 
I will go, and where you lodge I will lodge; your people shall be my people, 
and your God my God; where you die I will die, and there I will be buried. 
May the Lord do so to me and more also if even death parts me from you." 
(1:16-17) 
What Ruth says to Naomi even ends with a vow: Ruth is willing to accept the 
punishment from the Lord if she ever leaves Naomi before either one of them dies. 
The reason for Ruth to insist following Naomi is pure allegiance, and she probably 
3 O. J. Baab, "Marriage," IDB, 3:282. 
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does not really see what lies ahead by doing so. If she listens to Naomi and goes 
back to her mother's house, she may be free to marry another man and have a better 
life. However, she cannot bear leaving Naomi alone, because she knows that Naomi, 
who is already old, will remain a lonesome widow after she returns to Bethlehem. 
It is deducible that having been married to an Israelite man and lived some years 
with an Israelite family, Ruth cannot be totally ignorant about the Israelite God and 
customs. Ruth shows her determination not only to follow every step that Naomi 
takes, but also to accept Naomi's people and God as her own people and God. 
Therefore, when Ruth swears to the Lord, or Yahweh, which is the name of the 
Israelite God, she expresses that Yahweh also means something to her. She is 
willing to receive severe punishment from him even though she is a Moabite woman, 
whom Yahweh is not supposed to have anything to do with. As the story continues, 
we can find that Ruth is aware of some of the Israelite customs, so that she knows 
what to do without being told by Naomi. For example, after they reach Bethlehem, 
Ruth says to Naomi: 
"Let me go to the field, and glean among the ears of grain after him in 
whose sight I shall find favour." (2:2) 
Ruth's initiative in suggesting this shows that she knows about the Israelite practice 
concerning how widows, together with other marginalized people, are being taken 
care of, as according to the Mosaic Law: 
When you reap your harvest in your field, and have forgotten a sheaf in 
your field, you shall not go back to get it; it shall be for the sojourner, the 
fatherless, and the widow. (Deuteronomy 24:19) 
Therefore, when Ruth asks for Naomi's permission to go gleaning in the field, instead 
of waiting for Naomi's instruction, she demonstrates her knowledge about some if not 
all of the Israelite practice. 
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When Ruth asks to glean in the field after the reapers, she gleans not only for 
herself but also for her mother-in-law. Ruth shows her determination to take good 
care of Naomi and to feed her well, because she knows that Naomi is already too old 
to do such hard work, which explains why she eventually does not join Ruth in the 
field — it is not that she does not want to, but that she is no longer able to. Ruth is 
strong-minded to serve Naomi in the Israelite way. 
The introduction of Boaz, the kinsman of Naomi's husband's 
Another important character in the Book of Ruth is of course Ruth's future 
husband Boaz, who does not enter the story until the beginning of the second chapter. 
At first, before Boaz even enters the stage, he is introduced in this way: 
Now Naomi had a kinsman of her husband's, a man of wealth, of the family 
of Elimelech, whose name was Boaz. (Ruth 2:1) 
Boaz's identity as Elimelech's kinsman plays an important role, because this is the 
element that brings the lives of Boaz and Ruth together. When Ruth gleans after the 
reapers, she happens to come gleaning in Boaz's field (2:3), and this is when Boaz 
first appears in the story. 
Boaz is portrayed as a noble character. He expresses his willingness to take 
good care of Ruth as he says to her: 
"Now, listen, my daughter, do not go to glean in another field or leave this 
one, but keep close to my maidens. Let your eyes be upon the field which 
they are reaping, and go after them. Have I not charged the young men not 
to molest you? And you are thirsty, go to the vessels and drink what the 
young men have drawn." (2:8-9) 
Boaz intends to keep her in his field, where presumably his maidens will give her 
special attention, so that she will be very well-cared. Looking after her physically, 
he asks her to drink whenever she wants to, and later he also invites her to join the 
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meal shared among the reapers, and leaves her some left over (2:14). Particularly, 
Boaz lets Ruth know that he has ordered his young men not to molest her, and in 
addition, he instructs them secretly — not in Ruth's presence: 
"Let her glean even among the sheaves, and do not reproach her. And also 
pull out some from the bundles for her, and leave it for her to glean, and do 
not rebuke her." (2:15-16) 
It is crystal clear that Boaz is doing more than the requirement of the Mosaic Law. 
While the law demands that the remains be left for the widow to glean, Boaz instructs 
his young men to leave Ruth the widow more than the remains: he asks them to leave 
her the stalks of grain that are intentionally pulled out for her, satisfying Ruth's 
physical needs. Besides, Boaz orders his young men not to reproach or rebuke her. 
In the Mosaic Law, the widow is put in association with the sojourner and the 
fatherless, and these three types of people are obviously the marginalized in society 
who may be looked down on, which is probably why the law makes it especially clear 
that they are the people who should be taken care of. Therefore, when giving the 
order that Ruth should not be molested, reproached or rebuked, Boaz is at the same 
time taking care of her psychologically, so that she will not suffer from the 
discrimination against her. 
The nobility of Boaz in fact plays a significant role in his identity as the kinsman 
who will marry Ruth in the future. When Naomi sees all that Ruth has gathered and 
left over, and is told by Ruth that the man who has taken such good care of Ruth is 
Boaz (2:18-19)，she exclaims to Ruth: 
"Blessed is he by the Lord, whose kindness has not forsaken the living or 
the dead! . . . The man is a relative of ours, one of our nearest kin." (2:20) 
Naomi's joy is due to the fact Ruth has found a kinsman, and more importantly, this 
kinsman happens to be Boaz. There are probably many kinsmen whom Naomi 
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knows of, and Boaz is one of them, but she is especially glad that the kinsman whom 
Ruth has run into is Boaz, because she knows that Ruth will be very well-cared in 
Boaz's field, while she will be molested if she goes to another field (2:22). In fact, 
Naomi thinks it is the Lord's kindness that brings such a noble man to her and to Ruth. 
What is so special about this kinsman? As the story develops, we will discover that 
in fact not every kinsman is willing to do what Boaz will do for Ruth in the future. 
Lexical study of bto 
One of the most significant words or phrases in the Book of Ruth is "kinsman," 
or "next of kin." In the original text, the Hebrew word for "kinsman" is Skj, which is 
the participle of the verb "redeem, act as kinsman.,’4 (It needs to be mentioned 
that there are two occasions where the English translation of "kinsman" is not based 
on hi<} - the words ynia and nyin are used in 2:1 and 3:2 respectively, but since both of 
them are rare words, I do not intend to give them a detailed analysis here.)^ Literally, 
the participle Sxa, which functions as a noun, can also be translated as "one 
redeeming," or "redeemer," in addition to "kinsman." 
Unlike the root Dn% which appears nowhere but in Genesis 38 and Deuteronomy 
25, as I have discussed in the previous chapter, the root bK�is by no means a rare one. 
First of all, it is noteworthy that there are in fact two homonymous but semantically 
unrelated roots of *:>io.6 The first root, I，meaning "redeem," makes 118 
occurrences throughout the Hebrew Bible, and the second root, Vxa II，meaning 
“defile’”7 is a by-form of hi}},^  and makes only 12 occurrences.^ There are 23 
4 "I. BDB, 145. 
5 There are some textual problems with 2:1. The MT reading is j j t o , which, without adequate 
pointing that indicates vowel notation, is technically unpronounceable. is an alternative reading 
found in many manuscripts and Q^re, according to the apparatus in BHS, while the reading in Kethib is 
y-pfi，meaning "acquaintance." See "yT," BDB, 393-96. 
6 J. J. Stamm, 织，” TLOT, 1:288. ‘ 
7 “II. BH3：' BDB, 146. 
8 Helmer Ringgren, "Snj ," TDOT, 2:351. 
9 R. Laird Harris, "Sw I " and '" jnj I I ," TWOT, 1:144-45. The ratio = 118:12 is however 
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appearances of the root bx: in the Book of Ruth. In the LXX translation, only 
dYXLOxeCa, dyxi-oieueLi^, dyxi-ot^ eug and dyxi-OTeuTTiQ are used when this root occurs, and 
all these Greek words are obviously from the same lexicon. In order to decide 
whether it is Sxa I or Sxa II that appears in the Book of Ruth, let us look at the 
following table about how the two roots in their different forms are being translated in 
LXX: 
Stem/word form Hebrew lexicon LXX translation'® Meaning in LXX'‘ 
be next of kin, exercise the 
dyXLOTeueLV rights and responsibilities of a 
kinsman, redeem 
dvuLA-a^ xpaveoGaL help, support 
Qal I'^ xa kXeelv have pity on, show mercy to 
e^aipetv (Mid) set free, deliver, rescue 
A-Uxpov price of release, ransom 
(Mid) release by payment of 
A-UipoOv 
ransom, redeem 
Qal i/2'7Ka kA.a|iPaveLy seize 
, diToXuTpouv release on payment of ransom 
Niphal HKa 
Auipouy (Pass) be ransomed 
Niphal 2—K3t L^O^ uveLi^  (Pass) be defiled 
Piel 2Sx3 丫 eli^ pollute 
, dYXLOxeueLv (Pass) be disqualified from 
Pual 
‘ (Ulo丫elv (Pass) be polluted 
^Xioyelv pollute 
Hithpael 
au|i|ioAuveaeaL (Mid) defile oneself 
disputable, because there are controversies in a number of biblical verses concerning which root the 
word belongs to. For instance, neither ^kj I nor "jnj II seems to fit the meaning of the verb that appears 
in Job 3:5，and the editor of the concordance does not seem to know how to categorize it - in E-S, Job 
3:5 is repeated, appearing under both bx: 1 and Skj II, with a question mark in both cases. 
Controversies are also found in Ezra 2:62，Nehemiah 7:64 and 13:29，as the Pual stem of bw II, 
meaning "be disqualified from," and the masculine noun bio) probably meaning "defilement," are 
translated in L X X as dyxi-oteueiv and dyxi-oteLa respectively. The two Greek words are at the same 
time used to translate the Qal stem of Skj 1, meaning "redeem," and the feminine noun h'^nj, meaning 
"duty of redeeming," respectively (refer to the table that follows). While it is possible for one Greek 
word to have multiple meanings, it is also possible that the L X X translators have problems in the use of 
Skj in the three verses mentioned above. See also GELS. 
The information is based on E-S, HRCS and HAISK. 
‘ ‘ T h e meanings are based on GELS. 
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Stem/word form Hebrew lexicon LXX translation Meaning in LXX 
Noun (m) ayx^oxdoL defilement (?) 
， ， duty of redeeming, right or 
cryXLoma 
responsibility of next of kin 
Noun (f) n'pN3 A-iJipov price of release, ransom 
XuxpojOLc; ransoming, redemption 
XuipwiOQ redeemable 
be next of kin, exercise the 
ayXLOTeueiv rights and responsibilities of a 
kinsman, redeem 
， , near relation, kinsman, 
(XYXLGTeuc; 
relative, redeemer 
(iyXLOteuTT^ c; near-kinsman, redeemer 
Noun (Qal act ptc) '^ 'xia —^ 
6KAU6LV unloose 
k^oLip l^v (Mid) set free, deliver, rescue 
(Mid) release by payment of 
A-UipoDv 
ransom, redeem 
AmpcoTT^ c; ransomer, redeemer 
pueoGai rescue, save, deliver, preserve 
Noun (Qal pass ptc) XuipcooLg ransoming, redemption 
Among the 23 times the root Skj appears in the Book of Ruth, two appearances are in 
feminine noun form, and the remaining 21 are verbs, all in the Qal stem, among which 
9 times is the Qal active participle bxa, which functions as a noun. From the above 
table, although there are a few occasions where ti丫xLoteiieLv and kyx^oidoL are used to 
translate II meaning "defile," when the verb is in Pual stem and when it is a 
masculine noun,'^ these forms do not occur in the Book of Ruth. As a result, the 
only four words used in the LXX translation, namely dYXtoteLa, dyxi-aieueLy, 
dyXLOTeuc; and dyxi-aTeuniq, lead to the conclusion that the root that appears in the 
Book of Ruth are constantly hii： I，meaning "redeem." 
The Qal active participle Sxa makes the most occurrences as far as the root b x � i s 
concerned. Functioning as a noun, this word, translated in RSV as "kinsman" or 
12 Refer to footnote 9 for the ambiguities found in Ezra 2:62，Nehemiah 7:64 and 13:29. 
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"next of kin," is used to refer to the identity of Boaz as well as that of the other 
unnamed character. The English translation "kinsman" does not give us enough 
clues to understand the role of therefore, it is necessarily to have a more in-depth 
look at the meaning of the verb Sxa. The verb actually contains the meaning of 
buying back and setting free, mainly in the long passages in Leviticus, referring to the 
repurchase of a field sold in time of need, and also the freeing of an Israelite slave 
who sells himself during p o v e r t y . � T h e purpose of such tedious regulations about 
the right or obligation to buy back lost family land or enslaved people is to reestablish 
the original conditions in Israel, and thus a lost totality.''' 
However, the different translations of the verb found in different versions of 
the English Bible actually tend to confuse us about the role of bxa. The verb Sxa is 
basically translated as "redeem," and in a certain number of versions, when it takes 
land and slave as its object, it is simply translated as "buy back" or "set free" 
respectively. However, in the Book of Ruth, in which the verb "^Ka takes Ruth the 
widow as the object, we can detect from different versions of the English Bible 
certain discrepancies in the translation of this verb. For example, KJV, RSV, ASV 
and AMP translate it as "do the part of the kinsman/next of kin"; NKJV translates it as 
"perform the duty of a close relative"; CEV, NLV and NIRV translate it as "have the 
right to buy/set free"; and MSG translates it as "have redeemer rights to marry." The 
first two tedious translations somehow retain the kind of ambiguity detected in the 
verb D?,，’ which is equally tediously translated as "do the duty of on;," i.e., "husband's 
brother."丨5 What is highlighted is that being a kinsman is kind of obligation. 
Comparatively, the last two translations emphasize the concept of "right," which 
seems to make the role of a kinsman sound like a privilege. Some more alternative 
Harris，织 I,” TWOT, 1:144. 
Stamm, '" jxj," TLOT, 289-91. 
' ' B D B , 386. 
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translations include "take care o f or "look after," as found in CEV and NLT, and 
"help," as found in NIRV, which on the contrary make the verb look like a 
responsibility rather than a privilege. As for the participle 机 there are also a 
number of translations other than "kinsman" or "next of kin," and the translations 
found in NIRV and TNIV are particularly noteworthy. They are "family protector" 
and "family guardian" respectively, suggesting that it is a duty to be a kinsman. On 
the other hand, the tedious translation in Darby, "kinsman with the right of 
redemption," speaks for itself. The discrepancies in all these translations lead us to 
wonder whether it is a duty or a privilege to be a kinsman. Personally, I tend to 
reject those translations that give the impression that being a kinsman is a privilege, 
because if it were a privilege, the other unnamed kinsman in the Book of Ruth would 
not refuse to marry Ruth by the end of the story. 
Boaz’s device in securing the redemption of Ruth by himself 
Touched by Ruth's allegiance and commitment in looking after her and feeding 
her, Naomi wishes to return the favour by finding a home for Ruth, and she is 
convinced that the right home for Ruth should be the one of Boaz their kinsman 
(3:1-2). She instructs Ruth to wait until Boaz lies down after he has eaten and drunk, 
and then to uncover his feet and lie at his feet (3:4). Ruth does what she has been 
told, and when Boaz asks her who she is, she explains her relationship with him: 
"I am Ruth, your maidservant; spread your skirt over your maidservant, for 
you are next of kin." (3:9) 
After praising Ruth for her virtue and loyalty, Boaz also explains: 
"And now it is true that I am a near kinsman, yet there is a kinsman nearer 
than I." (3:12) 
This means that Boaz does not have to do the part of the next of kin if he does not 
want to because of the existence of another kinsman who is nearer to Ruth's husband 
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than he, and thus can redeem Ruth before he does. This is why Boaz goes on to say 
to Ruth: 
"if he will do the part of the next of kin for you, well; let him do it; but if he 
is not willing to do the part of the next of kin for you, then, as the Lord lives, 
I will do the part of the next of kin for you." (3:13) 
Boaz has made it clear that he is willing to do the part of the next of kin for Ruth, but 
his willingness will be meaningless if that other kinsman chooses to do the part of the 
next of kin first. He has to be tactful enough to make the other one give up the part, 
so that he can eventually take up the part himself. To be exact, he is not exactly 
being tactful, but he seems to be aware of the personalities of the other kinsman, so 
that he knows what to do to make him give up the part. 
As the story goes on, Boaz goes to the gate, taking with him ten elders of the city 
to face the other next of kin. In front of all the witnesses, he says to the next of kin: 
"Naomi, who has come back from the country of Moab, is selling the parcel 
of land which belonged to our kinsman Elimelech." (4:3) 
He informs the next of kin of his first right to buy, or redeem, this land: 
"If you will redeem it, redeem it; but if you will not, tell me, that I may 
know, for there is no one besides you to redeem it, and I come after you." 
(4:4) 
Here, redeeming Elimelech's land is mentioned as a privilege to be enjoyed by the 
next of kin, because Boaz can redeem the land only if the next of kin gives up his 
right of redeeming it. The next of kin's instant answer is a "yes," but it is only after 
this that Boaz mentions the condition: 
"The day you buy the field from the land of Naomi, you are also buying 
Ruth the Moabitess, the widow of the dead, in order to restore the name of 
the dead to his inheritance." (4:5) 
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This condition requiring the next of kin to buy the widow all of a sudden leads him to 
change his answer to a "no": 
"I cannot redeem it for myself, lest I impair my own inheritance. Take my 
right of redemption yourself, for I cannot redeem it." (4:6) 
Finally, he just tells Boaz to buy the land for himself (4:8). This demonstrates the 
fact that the next of kin is only willing to buy the field, but not to marry Ruth. In 
Boaz's speech, he turns the right of redeeming the land into the responsibility of 
restoring the name of the dead. While the purchase of the land is perhaps a privilege, 
the marriage with the widow is not, because the next of kin, as he assumes, will have 
his own inheritance impaired. This means that a large proportion of his inheritance 
will be attributed to the dead, as I have discussed in Chapter 2. Finally, Boaz seizes 
his chance to step in when the next of kin withdraws, announcing to the elders and all 
the people: 
"You are witnesses this day that I have bought from the hand of Naomi all 
that belonged to Elimelech and all that belonged to Chilion and to Mahlon. 
Also Ruth the Moabitess, the widow of Mahlon, I have bought to be my 
wife, to perpetuate the name of the dead in his inheritance, that the name of 
the dead may not be cut off from his native place; you are witnesses this 
day." (4:9-10) 
Even though he might impair his own inheritance, as the other next of kin assumes, 
Boaz is willing to buy everything that used to belong to Elimelech and his sons, and 
also to buy Ruth to be his wife. What Boaz says here clearly resembles 
Deuteronomy 25:5-10 concerning the purpose for the marriage with the widow of the 
dead: "that his name will not be blotted out of Israel." Finally, Boaz marries Ruth, 
and this marriage is a fruitful one, as Ruth gives birth to Obed. 
The Book of Ruth does not explicitly say that the other next of kin is too selfish 
Fung 44 
to marry Ruth, and there can be many reasons why he chooses not to marry her. 
However, the fact that this kinsman remains unnamed suggests that he is an 
insignificant character in the story. In contrast, we can be certain that Boaz's 
nobility is particularly highlighted throughout the story. His nobility is in fact highly 
related to his role as the kinsman who finally marries Ruth. It is clear that a kinsman 
is given a choice not to marry the widow, and if all the kinsmen of her brotherless 
husband refuse to marry her, then the widow will have to remain a widow for the rest 
of her life. Therefore, the Book of Ruth stresses that the one who is willing to marry 
the widow is not just a kinsman, but a noble kinsman like Boaz. 
Evaluation of the marriage between Boaz and Ruth in the Book of Ruth 
In the marriage between Ruth and Boaz, again we are examining whether the 
levirate law is really fulfilled. If we understand the levirate law literally, considering 
the levir as essential, then there will be no way for the law to be fulfilled simply 
because of the nonexistence of the levir, which is the Latin word of "husband's 
brother," equivalent to the Hebrew word n r . Ruth's search for this o r is already 
doomed when her own husband, Mahlon, and her husband's brother, Chilion, are both 
dead. As Naomi has expressed her hopelessness, Mahlon can have no other brothers 
because she is too old to be married again and to bear children. The search for d t 
should have ended right at the point when the last male in the family has died. In 
fact, the Hebrew root o r does not appear at all in the Book of Ruth, and this is 
probably the most objective fact to prove that there is no fulfillment of the levirate 
law to speak of here. By the end of the story, Ruth marries Boaz, but is Boaz on; "a 
levir"? As we have seen, he is only bsii "a kinsman" instead of as he is not 
Elimelech's or Mahlon’s blood brother. 
However, the fact is that when we talk about levirate marriage, the Book of Ruth 
is always highlighted. Whether levirate marriage is a kinsman's obligation is 
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uncertain but highly probable, in view of the essential relationship of redemption and 
levirate, both seeking to keep the family w h o l e . Actually, the Book of Ruth is seen 
not only as the best known instance of redemption of the poor, but also the most 
extensive Old Testament witness for the levirate law,'^ because its practice has 
extended beyond immediate brothers to distant ones. Even though there is no d t 
"husband's brother" to o r "do the duty of on ,^,"'^  Ruth obviously follows the levirate 
principle closely. By not staying in Moab to be remarried by her own kind but 
clinging to Naomi, who is the only member left in her husband's family, Ruth takes 
her identity as "the widow of the dead" (4:5) seriously, as she chooses not to marry 
"outside the family to a stranger" (Deuteronomy 25:5). 
Even though the numerous verbal contacts with Deuteronomy 25.5-10 are hardly 
accidental, it is apparent that many episodes in the Book of Ruth signify remarkable 
changes from the levirate law. In his essay “Ruth: A Homily on Deuteronomy 
22-25?" Michael D. Goulder points out all these changes in detail. For example, 
Boaz is doing the job of going to the elders, which should have been done by Ruth the 
widow herself (25:7). Eventually, the next of kin gives up his right of redemption, 
and what happens is that he draws off his sandal by himself (Ruth 4:8)，instead of 
being humiliated publicly, having his sandal drawn off, and being spitted to his face 
by the widow (25:9), because Ruth is kept off stage all the time」9 According to the 
previous Israelite custom concerning redeeming and exchanging mentioned in the 
Book of Ruth: 
to confirm the transaction, the one drew off his sandal and gave it to the 
’6 Stamm, "Sw," TLOT, 290. 
口 Harris, '"^k: 1," TWOT, 1:144. 
18 " a r , " BDB, 386. 
19 Michael D. Goulder, "Ruth: A Homily on Deuteronomy 22-25?” in Of Prophets ‘ Visions and the 
Wisdom of Sages: Essays in Honour of R. Norman Whybray on his Seventieth Birthday, ed. Heather A. 
McKay and David J. A. Clines (Sheffield: JSOT, 1993)，313. 
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Other, and this was the manner of attesting in Israel. (Ruth 4:7) 
In this understanding, Ruth is probably degraded as an object of trade, because what is 
involved in this story is the duty of marrying Ruth, in additional to the buying of the 
land. This merely reflects that the author of the Book of Ruth does not wish to drag 
the near kinsman in the mud but merely to exalt Boaz's good-heartedness. Goulder 
considers this as the reason why the whole matter is reduced as business matters of 
bargain and redemption for "attestation,"^® which I think is an acute observation. 
As far as the marriage of the widow is concerned, on the one hand, its practice has 
extended beyond immediate brothers to other relatives, and on the other, the man 
concerned is given a choice not to marry the widow but to pass the duty onto someone 
else without being publicly scorned. 
The Book of Ruth again reveals the fact that the levirate law is indeed negotiable, 
flexible and debatable: the one to marry the widow is not necessarily o r "a levir," but 
he can be "a kinsman," and yet it is shown that there is no real obligation to marry 
the widow. Interestingly, while Boaz promises to maintain the purpose of the 
levirate practice, which is "to perpetuate the name of the dead in his inheritance" 
(Ruth 4:10)，it is surprising that according to the genealogy of David, or "the 
descendents of Perez" (4:18)，"the name of the dead" actually disappears - neither 
Elimelech nor Mahlon is mentioned. Rather, it is only mentioned that Boaz is the 
father of Obed (4:21). Since Obed is finally attributed to his biological father, how 
"the name of the dead" is being perpetuated under the levirate principle is therefore 
highly dubious.^' 
20 Ibid, 312-13. 
21 Kirsten Nielsen, Ruth: A Commentary (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox, 1997)，97; 
Wesley J. Fuerst, The Books of Ruth. Esther, Ecclesiastes, The Song of Songs, Lamentations 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 27. 
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Chapter 4 
The Widow's Marriage to Her Kinsman in the Book ofTobit 
and Voluntary Widowhood in the Book of Judith 
As far as the theme of levirate marriage is concerned, two deutero-canonical 
writings cannot be ignored because they disclose further transformations of the 
levirate practice that draw us closer to the New Testament era, in which the levirate 
practice might have partly if not entirely lost its trace. These two deutero-canonical 
writings are the Book of Tobit and the Book of Judith, which are set in the captivity of 
Nineveh and the captivity of Assyria respectively. The ending of the Book of Tobit 
talks about Nineveh being captured by Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Assyria (Tobit 
14:15), which is when the Book of Judith begins. As a result, the presumed 
chronological order of the biblical narratives about widows according to the story 
settings is Genesis, Ruth, Tobit, and Judith, which happens to be the same as the 
canonical order. ‘ However, the story settings, especially those of the latter two 
narratives, do not necessarily suggest any historical accuracy, so that the Book of 
Judith should by no means be seen as a follow-up to the Book of Tobit. Interestingly, 
from Genesis to Judith in the presumed chronological and canonical orders, we can 
detect the step-by-step transformations in the levirate practice, which is what I intend 
to show in this chapter. 
To a certain extent, the two deutero-canonical writings serve to bridge the gap 
between the Old Testament narratives that I have discussed in the previous two 
chapters and the New Testament texts that I have pointed out in Chapter 1. They in 
fact bear certain resemblances with both of them. The Book of Tobit is similar to the 
Book of Ruth in terms of the nature of marriage. At the same time, the character of 
Sarah, the widow in the story, is similar to the woman who has been married seven 
‘Th i s is according to the Catholic Edition of RSV. 
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times in the challenge that the Sadducees pose to Jesus Christ, concerning whose wife 
she will be in the resurrection (Matthew 22:24-28).^ As for the Book of Judith, it is 
similar to Genesis 38 in the way that the widows in both stories take the initiative to 
solve their problems. Meanwhile, Judith's choice of lifelong widowhood fits the 
criteria of being a real widow according to the deutero-Pauline teaching in the First 
Letter to Timothy 5:3-16. A closer look at these two deutero-canonical writings will 
let us further recognize the fact that the levirate law as stated in Deuteronomy 25:5-10 
does not require literal observance so as to have its principle fulfilled. 
The marriage of a widow by a kinsman in Book of Tobit 
The Book of Tobit starts with two separate storylines that later merge into one. 
In one of the storylines, Tobit takes up the job of burying the Israelites killed by the 
king of Nineveh against the will of the king, but is strangely blinded by the sparrows' 
droppings. In another storyline, Sarah, the daughter of Raguel, has been married to 
seven men, but also widowed seven times, because each of the husbands died before 
the marriage was consummated. In other words, the seven-time widow still remains 
a virgin. Both of the storylines do not explain the reasons for their sufferings, and 
whether Tobit and Sarah have done something evil in God's eyes is not mentioned. 
Facing their own misfortunes, they pray to God separately. In Tobit's prayer, he 
does admit his sins: 
"do not punish me for my sins and for my unwitting offences and those 
which my fathers committed before thee . . . And now thy many judgements 
are true in exacting penalty from me for my sins and those of my fathers, 
because we did not keep thy commandments. For we did not walk in truth 
before thee." (Tobit 3:3-5) 
Nevertheless, this prayer is like a formal prayer or a confession in a general sense, 
2 See also Mark 12:19-23; Luke 20:28-33. 
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which can be said by any Israelite. Shifting from first person singular "I" to first 
person plural "we," Tobit is confessing his own sins as well as his ancestors' sins — 
Israel's sins.3 Ultimately, he does not say in what exact ways he has sinned, and he 
is simply praying for the sins of all the Israelites, including his, just in case any one of 
them have sinned accidentally. Is Tobit being evil by burying his own people 
victimized by the king of Nineveh? What he is doing may be considered evil in the 
king's eyes, but we will certainly doubt whether it is so in God's eyes as well. As for 
Sarah, she hardly considers herself evil, as she says in her prayer: 
“Thou knowest, O Lord, that I am innocent of any sin with man, and that I 
did not stain my name or the name of my father in the land of my captivity." 
(3:14-15) 
In contrast to Tobit's prayer, Sarah's prayer is more self-centred and shows less 
concern for the general state of the nation.'' Sarah just declares her stainlessness, 
because she remains a virgin after seven marriages. The "sin with man," of which 
Sarah claims to be guiltless, refers to intercourse with any kind of man, no matter 
whether he is Israelite or non-Israelite. Convinced that she is innocent of all sexual 
sins, she also renders herself undeserving of her suffering in her prayer.^ 
This leads us to wonder whether it is because of God's punishment that they have 
to face their misfortunes, including their personal sufferings and the reproaches they 
have to hear — Tobit from his wife Anna (2:14), and Sarah from her father's 
maidservants (3:8-9). This makes the characters Tobit and Sarah as tragic as Job, 
whose suffering is due not to his own wrongdoings but to God's testing and the 
devil's assault on him. In fact, in the story of Sarah, the devil does play a significant 
3 Joseph A. Fitzmyer, Tobit (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2003)，130. 
" J . C. Dancy, ed., The Shorter Books of the Apocrypha: Tobit, Judith, Rest of Esther, Baruch, Letter of 
Jeremiah, Additions to Daniel, and The Prayer of Manasseh (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1972), 26. 
5 Carey A. Moore, Tobit: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, The Anchor Bible 
40A (New York: Doubleday, 1996), 153. 
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role, as the demon Asmodeus is mentioned as the one who has killed all the seven 
husbands of Sarah's (3:8). The miseries of Tobit and Sarah are shown not to be 
God's punishment when God answers their prayers simultaneously. 
While Tobit and Sarah pray to God separately, the two storylines gradually 
merge together by God's answer to both their prayers through his angel Raphael: 
And Raphael was sent to heal the two of them: to scale away the white films 
of Tobit's eyes; to give Sarah the daughter of Raguel in marriage to Tobias 
the son of Tobit, and to bind Asmodeus the evil demon, because Tobias was 
entitled to possess her. (3:17) 
Here, it is mentioned that the two families will be brought to each other through the 
marriage of Tobias and Sarah, which is destined by God. This means that it is God's 
will that Tobias and Sarah eventually go together, even though Sarah is a widow for 
seven times. The question is who Tobias is, so that he can legally marry Sarah as 
willed by God. 
First of all, concerning Sarah's previous marriages, Sarah's father Raguel has 
probably followed the later extension of the levirate practice as we have seen in the 
Book of Ruth. According to Raguel's explanation to Tobias his future son-in-law: 
“I have given my daughter to seven husbands, and when each came to her 
he died in the night." (7:11) 
This does not state the relationship among the seven husbands, but NRSV，which 
might be based on an alternative and longer Greek text , gives a different translation 
of this line, which is: 
"I have given her to seven men of our kinsmen, and all died on the night 
when they went in to her." 
6 According to Moore, three Greek texts of the Book of Tobit have been discovered. RSV, the 
version I am using in this thesis, is based on the so-called "shorter text," while NRSV is based on a text 
longer by 1，700 words. See Moore, Tobit, 53-56. 
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In this way, Sarah's marriages after her first husband has died are comparable to the 
marriage between Boaz and Ruth, as each time she is taken by a man from the same 
kindred if not the same family. Unfortunately, each marriage faces the same 
denouement. It does not necessarily point towards the fact that the marriages are not 
blessed and are thus disapproved by God, as the marriages are only said to be 
destroyed by the demon Asmodeus. However, it is obviously God's plan that Sarah 
should marry someone else - Tobias, which is a mission that the angel Raphael is sent 
to accomplish. In fact, in Sarah's prayer to God before it is answered, she mentions: 
"I am my father's only child, and he has no child to be his heir, no near 
kinsman or kinsman's son for whom I should keep myself as wife." (3:15) 
Here, she states her trouble clearly: after all her seven husbands have died, she sees no 
hope. Believing that her father has no other kinsman or kinsman's son, she renders 
her possibility of marrying yet another kinsman to be exhausted.^ Sarah can only 
place her hope of ending her widowhood on yet another kinsman, and she expresses 
her hopelessness probably because she is unaware of the existence of Tobias - the 
only kinsman left for her. 
Raphael, the angel sent by God, disguises as a human being named Azarias. He 
gains the trust of Tobit to take his son Tobias to Media for some money collection, 
and leads his son Tobias to the family of Raguel. As he tells Tobias about Raguel: 
"He is your relative, and he has an only daughter named Sarah. I will 
suggest that she be given to you in marriage, because you are entitled to her 
and to her inheritance, for you are her only eligible kinsman." (6:10-11) 
Actually, Tobias may have a wide range of Israelite women from whom he can choose 
to be his wife, because his father's advice for him is only this: 
"First of all take a wife from among the descendants of your fathers and do 
7 Benedikt Otzen, Tobit and Judith (London: Sheffield Academic, 2002), 38. 
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not marry a foreign woman, who is not of your father's tribe." (4:12) 
While Tobit's advice has limited Tobias's choice of women, Tobias can still select a 
wife among all the kinswomen. Nevertheless, Raphael's arrangement is that he 
should marry Sarah the widow, because, as Raphael mentions, Sarah only has Tobias 
as her kinsman who can legally marry her, but not vice versa, that Tobias has only 
Sarah as his kinswoman. In other words, if Sarah does not marry Tobias, she may 
have to remain a widow for the rest of her life if she sticks to the law. In Sarah's 
previous prayer to God, it is obvious that Sarah does not know of this only man who 
can legally marry her, but interestingly, he has heard of her. He somehow shows his 
reluctance to marry her at first because he is aware that she has had seven husbands 
who were all killed by the demon on the wedding night (6:13). 
When Tobias is filled with fear and doubts Raphael's suggestion that he should 
marry Sarah, Raphael calms his anxiety by teaching him how to expel the demon: to 
make a smoke out of the liver and the heart of the fish he has caught (6:16-17)，which 
will be the same fish to heal his father's eyes. Therefore, when Tobias reaches 
Raguel's house and asks for Sarah's hand, even though Raguel fears lest he might also 
die like those seven husbands, he agrees with the marriage because of Tobias's 
identity as a kinsman. Eventually, this marriage becomes a blessed one, as it is 
consummated on the wedding night, even though Raguel has actually dug a grave for 
Tobias in case he might die (8:9). Raphael's mission is thus accomplished: Sarah is 
rid of her widowhood and is taken home by Tobias to her father-in-law, whose 
blindness is also healed by the gall of the same fish that made the demon go away. 
In the end, when the parents of both sides have passed away: 
"He [Tobias] inherited their [his father-in-law and mother-in-law's] property 
and that of his father Tobit." (14:13) 
8 Moore, Tobit, 151. 
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This inheritance of properties is an indicator that the marriage between Tobias and 
Sarah is blessed with seven sons who are clearly attributed to Tobias (14:3). 
Evaluation of the marriage between Tobias and Sarah in the Book ofTobit 
As mentioned above, we can barely say whether it is because of the absence of 
God's blessing that all seven husbands died before their marriages with Sarah were 
consummated. After her marriages to seven of her own kinsmen, Sarah eventually 
marries the eighth kinsman of hers — Tobias. This marriage is comparable with the 
one between Boaz and Ruth, which proves the point that the levirate practice extends 
beyond immediate brothers. This comparison probably leads us to evaluate the 
marriage between Tobias and Sarah still as a levirate marriage, even though Tobias is 
again literally not a levir. 
However, the major difference between the Book of Ruth and the Book of Tobit 
is that in the former, Ruth the widow marries her father-in-law Elimelech's kinsman, 
while in the latter, every time Sarah the widow actually marries her very own kinsman, 
instead of her first husband's kinsman. As a result, the story of Tobias and Sarah 
suggests a further expansion of the levirate practice: a widow can also marry her own 
kinsman. Nevertheless, the principle remains the same: the Israelite society simply 
searches for many other ways to take extra care of childless widows. 
There is yet a notable similarity between the marriage between Boaz and Ruth 
and the one between Tobias and Sarah concerning the matter of inheritance. The 
levirate marriage originally has the purpose of redemption and the continuation of the 
name of the dead. However, as we have seen in the ending of the Book of Ruth, it is 
Boaz's name, instead of Ruth's former father-in-law's or husband's, which appears in 
the genealogy of David. This means that after this levirate marriage has taken place, 
it is dubious how the name of the dead is being remembered. Boaz has bought 
Elimelech's field, and he eventually inherits his property, because he is the rightful 
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father of Obed, the one with the first-bom right. It is as though the bloodline goes 
directly from Boaz to Obed. In pretty much the same way, in the Book of Tobit, 
even though there is no genealogy to follow, none of the names of Sarah's previous 
husbands is mentioned, and Tobias has even gone through no process of redemption 
by marrying Sarah the widow. It is noteworthy here that in the Book of Tobit, the 
Greek word in LXX for "kinsman" is rather obscure, as the word D;6eA.(t)6c;, which can 
mean nothing more than "brother," is repeatedly used, while the sentence "you are her 
only eligible kinsman" (6:11) is, in LXX, au [lovog d k toC yevouc; auxfjc;, literally 
translated as "only you are from her family/race/nation."^ Comparatively, in the 
Book of Ruth, the Greek word dYXLoieug, which serves as the equivalence to the 
Hebrew word 丨o is almost consistently used in LXX to refer to "kinsman," but this 
word does not appear at all in the Book of Tobit. This means that the element of 
"redeeming," which is contained in the Hebrew verb Skj," is absent in the Book of 
Tobit, so that it is deducible that no redemption is involved in the marriage between 
Tobias and Sarah. In other words, Tobias is rightfully the father of his first son, who 
owns the first-bom right, and he does not have to give away his name as a father to 
any of Sarah's previous husbands, and finally, he even inherits the property of both 
sides of parents. 
The choice of a widow to remain unmarried in the Book of Judith 
Both the Book of Tobit and the Book of Judith portray the oppressed period in 
the history of Israel, though the oppressors in the stories, the king of Nineveh and the 
king of Assyria respectively, do not necessarily reflect any historical accuracy. The 
Book of Judith is chiefly about how the title character, who is a widow, uses her wit to 
save her own people from the destructive power of the Assyrian king Nebuchadnezzar. 
9 See GELNT, 131. 
⑴ See E-S, HRCS and HAISK. 
“ S e e "Lht^ir BDB, 145. 
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With such a setting in the oppressed period, Judith is especially portrayed as a 
determined and strong-willed woman who takes her destiny in her own hands. In 
contrast to the Book of Tobit, the Book of Judith has no mentioning of the marriage of 
this Israelite widow, and it is shown to be her personal choice that she remains 
unmarried until her death. 
When Judith makes her first appearance in the Book of Judith, she is introduced 
in this way: 
Judith had lived at home as a widow for three years and four months. She 
set up a tent for herself on the roof of her house, and girded sackcloth about 
her loins and wore the garments of her widowhood. (Judith 8:4-5) 
This introduction may give the readers a first impression that Judith is not being 
well-cared by the men in the Israelite community as according to the Mosaic Law 
because her widowhood has already been as long as three years and four months. 
The whole book never mentions that Judith has any children, so we may as well 
assume that she is a childless widow. This implies that there is no one in her 
husband's or her family to marry her. Even if her husband Manasseh has no blood 
brothers, the Book of Ruth tells us that a kinsman from Manasseh's family could have 
fulfilled the levirate principle by marrying the widow, though it may not be an 
obligation, and the Book of Tobit further tells us that a kinsman from the widow's 
own family could have done the same. 
While we may be wondering whether Judith is being ill-treated, we will be 
surprised to leam that she actually spends her days of widowhood at home, instead of 
having to go back to her father or mother's house, like what Judah commands Tamar 
to do and what Naomi at first advises Ruth to do. What is more: 
her husband Manasseh had left her gold and silver, and men and women 
slaves, and cattle, and fields; and she maintained this estate. (8:7) 
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In Other words, Judith is a wealthy woman because she has inherited her husband's 
property, which is scarcely recorded in the Bible to be something rightfiilly owned by 
a woman. She is a widow, but not a poor one who, as the Mosaic Law demands, 
should be taken care of through being allowed to glean after the reapers 
(Deuteronomy 24:19-21). Instead, Judith is a self-sufficient widow living upon the 
property that her husband's has left her. This means that Judith's continuing role as a 
widow is self-chosen.丨 2 However, even though Judith may be an unconventional 
widow with the ownership of her husband's property, which her husband's kinsmen 
may tend to disapprove of, she is so highly commended that she is never ill-spoken of 
due to her fear of God (Judith 8:8). 
From the above portrayal of the character of Judith, we leam that instead of 
being submissive to men, she is a woman who has control of her own destiny. This 
means that she can do what she wills. In her prayer to God asking the Assyrians, 
Israel's enemies, to be defeated, Judith says: 
"give to me, a widow, the strength to do what I plan. By the deceit of my 
lips strike down the slave with the prince and the prince with his servant; 
crush their arrogance by the hand of a woman." (9:9-10) 
Judith addresses herself as "a widow" and "a woman." According to LXX, the 
Greek word used for "woman" is GiiAeLa, instead of the more regularly employed yuvi], 
and therefore "woman" is more accurately translated as "female" here. In fact, 
叫入em is a word that reflects the low status of a woman and even a symbol of 
weakness. Hence, if God does destroy the enemies "by the hand of a female" it will 
be even more ignominious.'^ It means that Judith is fully aware of the submissive 
role she plays in the Israelite society, which is why she is especially asking for 
12 Carey A. Moore, Judith: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, The Anchor Bible 
40 (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1985)，180. 
Toni Craven, Artistry and Faith in the Book of Judith (Chico, California: Scholars, 1983)，91. 
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Strength from God, so that even though she is just a widow and a female, she is 
capable of being God's helping hand in defeating the Assyrians. 
Eventually, Judith does manage to defeat the enemies through deceit, just like 
what she has prayed to God. Judith the widow actually does something highly 
comparable with what Tamar does: 
she removed the sackcloth which she had been wearing, and took off her 
widow's garments . . . and arrayed herself in her gayest apparel, which she 
used to wear while her husband Manasseh was living. (10:3) 
The narrative tells us previously that Judith is a beautiful woman with a lovely face 
(8:7). With her exceptional attractiveness, she turns herself into an object of desire, 
and she intends to defeat the enemies by the most powerful weapon against men -
seduction. Together with her maid, she enters the enemies' camp in an appearance 
that is so appealing to the Assyrians, especially to Holofemes the chief captain of 
Nebuchadnezzar, that she succeeds in tricking them into believing that she is 
abandoning her own nation, and that she is offering them a plan to defeat the Israelites. 
When Judith is left alone with her maid with the drunken Holofemes after a feast, she 
beheads him and brings his head back to the Israelites. After saving her people with 
her own wit, Judith remains a widow until her death. 
Judith is different from the other three widows which I have discussed in this 
thesis in the way that the role she plays is far from submissive to the men of the 
community. Tamar, Ruth and Sarah mostly depend on the decisions and actions 
from the men around them so as to make a twist to their destinies, which is to get rid 
of their miserable status as widows, though Tamar and Ruth are also shown to be 
making their moves to make that happen. In contrast, Judith does not rely at all on 
the decisions and actions from men, but she is obviously fully in charge of her own 
destiny. The reason why she remains a widow is not that there is no levir or kinsman 
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who is willing to take her as a wife. As a matter of fact: 
Many desired to marry her, but she remained a widow all the days of her 
life after Manasseh her husband died and was gathered to his people. 
(16:22) 
This proves that Judith actually makes her own choice not to be married again, instead 
of being abandoned by the Israelite men. 
Moreover, as we have leamt earlier, Judith is not a poor widow because she has 
inherited her husband's property, so that she stays in her husband's house until her 
death at the age of one hundred and five (16:23). According to the narrative, in 
addition to setting her maid free: 
Before she died she distributed her property to all those who were next of 
kin to her husband Manasseh, and to her own nearest kindred. (16:24) 
We can deduce from here that Judith has no children, or she would have left her 
property to her children instead of to the kinsmen. It is surprising that as a childless 
widow, Judith has the right to stay in her husband's house and keep her husband's 
property as her own for as long as she likes, and also to distribute it in the way she 
wants. 
Evaluation of the voluntary widowhood in the Book of Judith 
Judith is very likely the kind of widow that is mentioned in the deutero-Pauline 
writing, the First Letter to Timothy: 
She who is a real widow, and is left all alone, has set her hope on God and 
continues in supplications and prayers night and day. (1 Timothy 5:5) 
What is urged here is to honour "a real widow," so that it is advised that a widow not 
under sixty and having been the wife of one husband be given a choice to be enrolled 
(5:9), even though 1 Timothy at the same time says: 
But refuse to enrol younger widows; for when they grow wanton against 
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Christ they desire to marry. (5:11) 
In other words, a younger widow can choose either to marry or to remain single. It 
is not said whom she shall marry if she chooses to do so, but if she really remains 
single up until the age of sixty, she can be enrolled. The deutero-Pauline instructions 
on what widows can do as well as what is to be done with widows are remarkably 
different from the levirate law in Deuteronomy 25:5-10, which does not grant a 
widow the freedom to marry outside her husband's family. 
The Book of Judith is related to the First Letter to Timothy on one significant 
point: a widow is allowed to choose between marrying outside her husband's family 
and remaining single. On the one hand, we can leam from the story that Judith 
remains a widow, and a wealthy one, until her death. This shows that when a 
childless widow does not see herself to be in a vulnerable status so that she needs to 
be taken care of according to the Mosaic Law, she can have entire control of her own 
destiny, including her marriage. Her choice to remain single is eventually proven to 
be widely accepted in the Israelite society because her fame intensifies with days 
(Judith 16:23), showing that her celibate widowhood is celebrated, so that her long 
life is seen as the rewards for godliness.''' On the other hand, even though the story 
tells us that no remarriage of Judith's takes place eventually, we can still see that a 
widow's marriage outside her husband's family and her family is approved of because 
Judith has actually had a lot of suitors (16:22). It is not stated in the narrative that 
the numerous men who want to marry her are all her husband's kinsmen; therefore, 
supposedly, they are Israelite men from everywhere. The question is: how can there 
be so many who want to marry her, when they are supposed to be observing the 
Mosaic Law, which states clearly that no one is to marry the widow except her 
husband's brother, or at most her husband's or her own kinsman, as a probable 
Otzen, Tobit and Judith, 102; Dancy, The Shorter Books of the Apocrypha, 126. 
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extension of the law? If Judith had answered the pursuit of any one of the men, she 
would have been married outside her husband's or her family or kindred. 
Accordingly, the Book of Judith shows a further transformation if not a total 
abandonment of the levirate practice: in order to make a childless widow's days 
secure, any Israelite man can take up the responsibility to marry her, and she also is 
given the right to inherit her deceased husband's property to continue her self-chosen 
life of widowhood. 
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Conclusion 
This thesis aims at re-examining the biblical theme of levirate marriage, which 
undeniably is quite distant to nowadays' audience, who tends to consider it incestuous. 
I hope to bring some insights on how this theme may be speaking to us today. In 
Chapter 1, I have shown some differences between the Old Testament and the New 
Testament concerning the theme of levirate marriage, and then in the following three 
chapters, I have gone through four stories in the Old Testament concerning widows to 
show the transformations in the levirate practice - the way a childless widow is being 
taken care of in the Israelite society. For instance, in the story of Judah and Tamar, 
the widow is supposed to be taken by a levir — her husband's brother, and eventually 
the widow has to look for the surrogate of this levir when he is not rightfully given to 
her. In the story of Boaz and Ruth, the widow is not married to a levir because of his 
non-existence, but she is married by her husband's kinsman, even though the kinsman 
is not obliged to marry the widow if he does not want to, and he is given a choice not 
to do so. In the story of Tobias and Sarah, every time the widow is remarried not by 
a kinsman of her first husband, but by her own kinsman, before she finally becomes 
the wife of the last kinsman left for her. Finally, in the story of Judith, the widow is 
even given a choice between being remarried to any man she desires or remaining a 
widow until her death. These transformations in the levirate practice are gradual, 
and hopefully they can help cope with the certain differences between the Old 
Testament and the New Testament. 
An overall evaluation of the levirate practice in the Old Testament 
Though not explicitly stated in the narration, the biblical stories in the Old 
Testament about widows are all in some ways connected to the levirate law mentioned 
in Deuteronomy 25:5-10, which aims at taking care of a childless widow and retaining 
the name of her deceased husband. At the same time, each of the stories shows that 
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the levirate law is not being observed in the exact wordings, as none of the 
marriages — or unions — is really between the childless widow and her husband's 
brother. For example, while waiting for the second levir to marry her after Onan the 
first levir dies, Tamar takes the initiative to look for a surrogate of the levir, who turns 
out to be Judah her father-in-law, but no marriage between Judah and Tamar occurs 
eventually. The marriage between Boaz and Ruth shows that the duty to marry the 
widow is extended from her husband's brother to her husband's kinsman, and the 
marriage between Tobias and Sarah shows that the duty is further extended to the 
widow's own kinsman. Though no marriage of the widow Judith takes place, the 
fact the she has many suitors shows that to marry the widow is no longer a duty, but a 
free choice: any man can choose to marry a widow, and vice versa, a widow can even 
choose not to remarry despite the existence of kinsmen both from her husband's side 
and from her side. 
As far as the right of inheritance is concerned, Tamar suffers her second 
widowhood because Onan the levir refuses to leave seeds for his elder brother, and 
this shows that the right of inheritance still belongs to the first-bom even after his 
death. However, when Boaz the kinsman is noble enough to risk impairing his own 
inheritance by marrying Ruth, it is ironic that he is eventually rightfully taken as the 
father of Ruth's first-bom from him, and he presumably also claims the property of 
Ruth's deceased husband and father-in-law. In the end, it is questionable how the 
name of Ruth's deceased husband is retained. In other words, Boaz does not have to 
pay any price for marrying Ruth, as the other next of kin has at first assumed (Ruth 
4:6). Furthermore, when Tobias marries Sarah the seven-time widow, he finally 
inherits both the property of his father as well as that of Sarah's father, and this 
suggests that he retains his rightful status as the father of Sarah's first-bom from him, 
instead of having to attribute Sarah's first-bom to her first husband. Lastly, the right 
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of inheritance even goes to Judith the widow herself, and how the property is to be 
distributed is up to Judith. 
From the first three stories about widows, we may as well notice that the levirate 
law according to Deuteronomy 25:5-10 has roughly gone through a series of 
transformations concerning how it is being practised, as the one who should perform 
the duty to marry the widow is extended further and further - from the husband's 
brother to the husband's kinsman, and then to the widow's kinsman. The purpose of 
the law is chiefly to take care of a childless widow, but the fourth story tells us that 
when the childless widow is not so poor that she needs to be taken care of, she can 
choose to remain in solitary or to marry anyone as she pleases. This seems to have 
put the levirate law aside all together. 
The application of the levirate in the New Testament era 
In Chapter 1，I have pointed out the disagreement between the Sadducees and the 
Pharisees concerning the topic of a widow's remarriage. Through the challenge the 
Sadducees pose to Jesus Christ regarding whose wife a woman who has been married 
to a husband and then six levirs will be in the resurrection (Matthew 22:24-28),' they 
show that they are the strict followers of the levirate law according to Deuteronomy 
25:5-10. In contrast, in the illustration of marriage that Paul the former Pharisee 
uses to talk about the release from the law, he suggests that a widow can freely marry 
another man. The question is: if Paul is addressing Jewish Christians, and the law he 
talks about is referring to the Mosaic Law, which is a possibility that cannot be 
overlooked, then his illustration may be contradicting the levirate law. Nevertheless, 
this question is now hopefully answered by the four Old Testament stories about 
widows, which I have already examined. In fact, these biblical narratives hardly 
show the close observance of the levirate law in the way it is written, though its 
‘ S e e also Mark 12:19-23; Luke 20:28-33. 
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practice is undisputable. Instead, what can be detected from the biblical narratives is 
how the levirate law has undergone considerable transformations and extensions so 
that it reaches the ultimate purpose of taking care of childless widows as much as 
possible. 
In order to understand more about the transformations of the levirate practice up 
until the time of the New Testament, let us particularly look at how the New 
Testament texts concerning widows are related to the two deutero-canonical 
writings — the Book of Tobit and the Book of Judith. In terms of story setting, these 
two books are later than Genesis 38 and the Book of Ruth, and they also happen to 
reflect the later stages of the transformations of the levirate practice. Thus, they are 
in many ways closer to what we can read in the New Testament texts, which hopefully 
can help us get a clearer picture about how the caring of widows had become by the 
New Testament era. 
On the one hand, the challenge that the Sadducees pose to Jesus concerns whose 
wife a woman having been married to seven brothers will be in the resurrection. 
This woman with seven marriages might merely be a character made up by the 
Sadducees to challenge Jesus, and yet she is undeniably similar to the character of 
Sarah in the Book of Tobit, as she has also been married to seven husbands who are 
all her kinsmen. The example of a woman with seven marriages might suggest that 
the Sadducees have some knowledge about this deutero-canonical writing. Though 
the Sadducees are frequently associated with the Pharisees in the Bible, they are often 
looking for their differences from each other, so that it is possible that when the 
Sadducees challenge Jesus, they are basing the character of the woman with seven 
marriages on the portrayal of Sarah, and transforming her into a woman having 
married seven brothers, which suggests an absolute obedience to the levirate law. 
Hence, it implies that to a certain extent levirate marriage had been being consistently 
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followed up until the New Testament era, when it was still highly encouraged by the 
Sadducees. 
On the other hand, in the deutero-Pauline writing, the First Letter to Timothy, the 
advice concerning widows bears a remarkable similarity with the character of Judith, 
who remains a widow out of her own choice. The numerous suitors that Judith has 
point towards the temptations that widows, especially younger ones, have to face: 
for when they grow wanton against Christ they desire to marry, and so they 
incur condemnation for having violated their first pledge. (1 Timothy 
5:11-12) 
It is therefore suggested that younger widows should get married (5:14). Once again, 
while this advice sounds perfectly natural to a Gentile Christian, a Jewish Christian 
may consider such an advice in 1 Timothy as literally contradicting the levirate law, 
which says that a widow is not allowed to get married deliberately but has to be 
married inside her late husband's family to a levir, or maybe at least a next of kin. 
However, as we have seen, the levirate practice has gone through considerable 
changes, but these changes do not go against the principle of the law, which is to take 
care of childless widows. Therefore, the suggestion that a younger widow should 
get married can actually be considered a further advice on how she is to be taken care 
of, as far as her sexual need is concerned. 
What then can be concluded from the Sadducees' challenge, the illustration of 
marriage in Romans and the advice in 1 Timothy is that in the time of the New 
Testament, levirate marriage was no longer seen as an obligation, but at the same time 
it was still advocated by some. We have seen from the four biblical narratives about 
widows, in their chronological order, that the practice of levirate marriage has 
undergone transformations step by step. It is hence presumable that by the New 
Testament era, levirate marriage was no longer practised in the way it had been 
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enacted at first. 
The message of the levirate for today 
It has been proven in this thesis that the practice of the levirate law has 
undergone a number of changes, so that gradually the law is no longer put into 
practice according to its exact wordings. In fact, it may even be Paul's wit to make 
use of the illustration of marriage in Romans 7:1-6 to bring about the message of the 
release from the law. The numerous transformations of the levirate law become a 
powerful example to prove that the law itself - no matter whether it is the Mosaic 
Law or the Roman law — is not permanent, and therefore is not worth clinging to. As 
a result, when Paul is presenting the illustration of marriage, he is at the same time 
proving his argument: the widow is no longer obliged to stick to the levirate law as 
written in Deuteronomy 25:5-10, but she can choose a new husband; thus, we are also 
not obliged to any law, because no law is permanently practised in the way it is 
written. In fact, all the laws undergo transformations as time goes by, and the 
levirate law is just one of them. It is a natural consequence that today we no longer 
obey the ancient laws. 
Although in all the biblical narratives that 1 have analyzed, none of the cases 
shows that the levirate law is practised literally, they all fulfill the levirate principle 
without dispute. The levirate law is not meant to restrict a widow's remarriage 
within her late husband's family to the levir. There were in fact some social factors 
for the transformations and extensions of the levirate practice, and it was not always 
possible for all the members of a family to stay together in the Old Testament time. 
For instance, according to the Book of Ruth, migration took place when there was a 
famine in Bethlehem. The Book of Tobit and the Book of Judith are even set in the 
exilic period, when it was perhaps even harder for blood brothers to live in the same 
house. Literally, if brothers do not dwell together, there is no need to follow the 
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levirate law at all. However, what we can see is that the levirate practice is being 
performed even without the condition that brothers dwell together. The superficial 
purpose of the levirate law is merely to perpetuate the deceased husband's name, but 
with the transformations and extensions of the levirate practice, it is ultimately the 
widow who is being protected. No matter if a widow is married by the levir, or the 
kinsman, or any other man, the spirit of the law that is being stressed is that a society 
has the responsibility to take care of a widow, who is a kind of the marginalized 
people in society. 
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